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Foreword

The paintings and other modern works of art in thisbook do not exist. Nevertheless, they have been
influenced by visud artists Joyce Widland, Jack Chambers, Charles Pachter, EricaHeron, Gail Gdltner,
Dennis Burton, Louis de Niverville, Heather Cooper, William Kurelek, Greg Curnoe, and pop-surrea
potter Lenore M. Atwood, among others; and by the Isaacs Gdllery, the old origindl.

The physics and cosmology sideswiped herein are indebted to Paul Davies, Carl Sagan, John Gribbin,
and Stephen W. Hawking, for their entrancing books on these subjects, and to my nephew, David
Atwood, for his enlightening remarks about strings.

Many thanks to Graeme Gibson, for undergoing this novel; to my agent, Phoebe Larmore; to my English
agents, Vivienne Schuster and Vanessa Holt; to my editors and publishers. Nan Talese, Nancy Evans,
Ellen Sdigman, Adrienne Clarkson, Avie Bennett, Liz Cader, and Anna Porter; and to my indefatigable
assstant, Melanie Dugan; aswell asto Donya Peroff, Michael Bradley, Alison Parker, Gary Foster,
Cathy Gill, Kathy Minidoff, Fanny Silberman, James Polk, Coleen Quinn, Rosie Abella, C. M. Sanders,
Gene Goldberg, John Gallagher, and Dorothy Goulbourne.

When the Tukanas cut off her head, the old woman collected her own blood in her hands and blew it
towards the sun.

“My soul entersyou, too!” she shouted.

Since then anyone who killsrecaivesin his body, without wanting or knowing it, the soul of hisvictim.
—EDUARDO GALEANO

Memory of Fire: Genesis

Why do we remember the past, and not the future?

—STEPHEN W. HAWKING

A Brief History of Time

One-Iron Lung

Chapter 1

Timeisnot aline but adimension, like the dimensions of space. If you can bend space you can bend time
aso, and if you knew enough and could move faster than light you could travel backward in time and
exist in two places at once.

It was my brother Stephen who told me that, when he wore his raveling maroon swester to study in and
spent alot of time standing on his head so that the blood would run down into his brain and nourishiit. |
didn’t understand what he meant, but maybe he didn’t explain it very well. He was dready moving avay
from the imprecison of words.

But | began then to think of time as having a shape, something you could see, like aseries of liquid
trangparencies, one laid on top of another. Y ou don’t look back along time but down through it, like



water. Sometimes this comes to the surface, sometimes that, sometimes nothing. Nothing goes away.
Chapter 2
“ Stephen saystimeisnot aline” | say. Cordeliarolls her eyes, as| knew she would.

“So0?" she says. Thisanswer pleases both of us. It putsthe nature of timein its place, and also Stephen,
who cdlsus*“theteenagers” asif he himsdf isnot one.

Corddiaand | areriding on the streetcar, going downtown, as we do on winter Saturdays. The streetcar
ismuggy with twice-breathed air and the smdll of wool. Cordeliasts with nonchaance, nudging mewith
her elbow now and then, staring blankly at the other people with her gray-green eyes, opaque and
glinting as metal. She can outstare anyone, and | am almost as good. We reimpervious, we scintillate, we
arethirteen.

We wear long wool coats with tie belts, the collars turned up to look like those of movie stars, and
rubber boots with the tops folded down and men’ swork socksinside. In our pockets are stuffed the
kerchiefs our mothers make us wear but that we take off as soon as we' re out of their sight. We scorn
head coverings. Our mouths are tough, crayon-red, shiny as nails. Wethink we are friends.

On the Stregtcars there are ways old ladies, or we think of them as old. They’re of various kinds. Some
are respectably dressed, in tailored Harris tweed coats and matching gloves and tidy no-nonsense hats
with small brisk feathersjauntily at one sde. Others are poorer and foreign-looking and have dark shawls
wound over their heads and around their shoulders. Others are bulgy, dumpy, with clamped
sdf-righteous mouths, their arms festooned with shopping bags; these we associate with sales, with
bargain basements. Corddliacan tell cheap cloth at aglance. “ Gabardine,” she says. “Ticky-tack.”

Then there are the oneswho have not resigned themselves, who il try for an effect of glamour. There
aren’'t many of these, but they stand out. They wear scarlet outfits or purple ones, and dangly earrings,
and hatsthat look like stage props. Their dips show at the bottoms of their skirts, dips of unusud,
suggestive colors. Anything other than whiteis suggestive. They have hair dyed straw-blond or
baby-blue, or, even more artling againgt their papery skins, alusterless old-fur-coat black. Their lipstick
mouths are too big around their mouths, their rouge blotchy, their eyes drawn screw-jiggy around thelr
rea eyes. These arethe onesmost likely to talk to themsalves. There' s one who says * mutton, mutton,”
over and over again like a song, another who pokes at our legs with her umbrellaand says “bare naked.”

Thisisthe kind we like best. They have a certain gaiety to them, a power of invention, they don’t care
what people think. They have escaped, though what it isthey’ ve escaped from isn't clear to us. Wethink
that their bizarre costumes, their verbal tics, are chosen, and that when the time comes we aso will be
freeto choose.

“That'swhat I’'m going to belike,” says Corddia “Only I’'m going to have ayappy Pekinese, and chase
kids off my lawn. I’m going to have a shepherd’ s crook.”

“I’m going to have apet iguana,” | say, “and wear nothing but cerise.” It'saword | have recently
learned.

Now | think, what if they just couldn’t see what they looked like? Maybe it was as ssmple asthat: eye
problems. I’'m having that trouble myself now: too close to the mirror and I’m ablur, too far back and |
can't see the details. Who knows what faces I’ m making, what kind of modern art I’ m drawing onto
mysdlf? Even when I’ ve got the distance adjusted, | vary. | am transitiond; some days| look likea
worn-out thirty-five, otherslike asprightly fifty. So much depends on the light, and the way you squint.



| eat in pink restaurants, which are better for the skin. Y ellow onesturn you ydlow. | actudly spend time
thinking about this. Vanity isbecoming anuisance; | can see why women giveit up, eventualy. But I'm
not ready for that yet.

Lately I’ ve caught mysdf humming out loud, or walking aong the street with my mouth dightly open,
drooling alittle. Only alittle; but it may be the thin edge of the wedge, the crack in thewall that will open,
later, onto what? What vistas of shining eccentricity, or madness?

Thereisno onel would ever tell thisto, except Corddia But which Cordelia? The one | have conjured
up, the one with the rolltop boots and the turned-up collar, or the one before, or the one after? Thereis
never only one, of anyone.

If I wereto meet Cordeliaagain, what would | tell her about myself? The truth, or whatever would make
me look good?

Probably the latter. | still have that need.

| haven’t seen her for along time. | wasn't expecting to see her. But now that I’'m back here | can hardly
walk down a street without a glimpse of her, turning a corner, entering adoor. It goes without saying that
these fragments of her—a shoulder, beige, camel’ s-hair, the Side of aface, the back of aleg—belong to
women who, seen whole, are not Corddlia

| have no ideawhat shewould look like now. Is shefat, have her breasts sagged, does she havelittle
gray hairsat the corners of her mouth? Unlikely: shewould pull them out. Does she wear glasseswith
fashionable frames, has she had her lids lifted, does she streak or tint? All of these things are possible:
we' ve both reached that borderline age, that buffer zonein which it can gill be believed such trickswill
work if you avoid bright sunlight.

| think of Cordelia examining the growing pouches under her eyes, the skin, up close, loosened and
crinkled like elbows. She sghs, patsin cream, which isthe right kind. Cordeliawould know the right
kind. She takes stock of her hands, which are shrinking alittle, warping alittle, as mine are. Gnarling has
st in, the withering of the mouth; the outlines of dewlaps are beginning to be visble, down toward the
chin, inthe dark glass of subway windows. Nobody €l se notices these things yet, unlessthey look
closly; but Corddiaand | arein the habit of looking closdly.

She dropsthe bath towel, which is green, amuted sea-green to match her eyes, looks over her shoulder,
seesin the mirror the dog' s-neck folds of skin above the wals, the buttocks drooping like wattles, and,
turning, thedried fern of hair. | think of her in asweatsuit, sea-green aswell, working out in some gym or
other, sweating like apig. | know what she would say about this, about al of this. How we giggled, with
repugnance and delight, when we found the wax her older Ssters used on their legs, congeded in alittle
pot, stuck full of bristles. The grotesqueries of the body were aways of interest to her.

| think of encountering her without warning. Perhapsin aworn coat and aknitted hat like atea cosy,
sitting on acurb, with two plastic bags filled with her only possessions, muttering to herself. Cordelial
Don't you recognize me? | say. And she does, but pretends not to. She gets up and shambles away on
swollen feet, old socks poking through the holesin her rubber boots, glancing back over her shoulder.

There s some satisfaction in that, more in worse things. | watch from awindow, or abalcony so | can see
better, as some man chases Cordelia along the sdewalk below me, catches up with her, punches her in
the ribs—I can’t handle the face—throws her down. But | can’t go any farther.

Better to switch to an oxygen tent. Corddliais unconscious. | have been summoned, too late, to her
hospita bedside. There are flowers, Sckly smdling, wilting in avase, tubes going into her arms and nose,



the sound of termind breathing. | hold her hand. Her faceis puffy, white, like an unbaked biscuit, with
ydlowish circles under the closed eyes. Her eydidsdon’t flicker but there' safaint twitching of her
fingers, or do | imagineit?1 St there wondering whether to pull the tubes out of her arms, the plug out of
thewall. No brain activity, the doctors say. Am | crying? And who would have summoned me?

Even better: aniron lung. I’ ve never seen aniron lung, but the newspapers had pictures of childreniniron
lungs, back when people still got polio. These pictures—the iron lung acylinder, agigantic sausageroll of
metal, with ahead sticking out one end of it, dwaysadgirl’ s head, the hair flowing acrossthe pillow, the
eyeslarge, nocturnd—fascinated me, more than stories about children who went out on thinice and fell
through and were drowned, or children who played on the railroad tracks and had their arms and legs cut
off by trains. Y ou could get polio without knowing how or where, end up in aniron lung without knowing
why. Something you breathed in or ate, or picked up from the dirty money other people had touched.

Y ou never knew.

Theiron lungs were used to frighten us, and as reasons why we couldn’t do things we wanted to. No
public swimming pools, no crowdsin summer. Do you want to spend the rest of your lifeinaniron
lung? they would say. A stupid question; though for me such alife, with itsinertiaand pity, had its secret
attractions.

Corddiain aniron lung, then, being breathed, as an accordion is played. A mechanica wheezing sound
comes from around her. Sheisfully conscious, but unable to move or speak. | come into the room,
moving, speeking. Our eyes mest.

Corddiamust be living somewhere. She could be within amile of me, she could be right on the next
block. But finally | have no ideawhat | would do if | bumped into her by accident, on the subway for
instance, Stting across from me, or waiting on the platform reading the ads. We would stand side by side,
looking at alarge red mouth stretching itself around a chocolate bar, and | would turn to her and say:
Cordelia. It'sme, it's Elaine. Would sheturn, give athesatrical shriek? Would she ignore me?

Or would | ignore her, given the chance? Or would | go up to her wordlessly, throw my arms around
her? Or take her by the shoulders, and shake and shake.

I’ve been walking for hours it seems, down the hill to the downtown, where the stregtcars no longer run.
It' sevening, one of those gray watercolor washes, likeliquid dust, the city comesup withinfal. The
weether a any rateisgill familiar.

Now I’ ve reached the place where we used to get off the streetcar, stepping into the curbside mounds of
January dush, into the grating wind that cut up from the lake between the flat-roofed dowdy buildings that
were for usthe closest thing to urbanity. But this part of the city isno longer flat, dowdy, shabby-gented.
Tubular neon in cursive script decorates the restored brick facades, and there' salot of brasstrim, alot
of red estate, alot of money. Up ahead there are huge oblong towers, al of glass, lit up, like enormous
gravestones of cold light. Frozen assets.

| don't look much at the towers though, or the people passing mein their fashionable getups, imports,
handcrafted |esther, suede, whatever. Instead | ook down at the sdewalk, like atracker.

| can fed my throat tightening, apain dong thejawline. I’ ve sarted to chew my fingersagain. There's
blood, ataste | remember. It tastes of orange Popsicles, penny gumbals, red licorice, gnawed hair, dirty
ice

Two — Silver Paper
Chapter 3



I''m lying on the floor, on afuton, covered by aduvet. Futon, duvet: thisishow far we ve come. |
wonder if Stephen ever figured out what futons and duvets were. Most likely not. Mot likely if you'd
sad futon to him, he' d have looked at you as if he was deaf or you were brain-damaged. He did not
exig in thefuton dimension.

When there were no futons and no duvets, the price of an ice cream cone wasfive cents. Now it'sa
dollar if you're lucky, and not as big elther. That' s the bottom-line difference between then and now:
ninety-five cents

Thisisthemiddle of my life. | think of it asaplace, likethe middle of ariver, the middle of abridge,
halfway across, hafway over. I’ m supposed to have accumulated things by now: possessions,
responsihilities, achievements, experience and wisdom. I'm supposed to be a person of substance.

But since coming back herel don't fed weightier. | fed lighter, asif I'm shedding matter, losing
molecules, cacium from my bones, cellsfrom my blood; asif I'm shrinking, asif I’ mfilling with cold air,
or gently falling snow.

With dl thislightness| do not rise, | descend. Or rather | am dragged downward, into the layers of this
place asinto liquefied mud.

Thefact isthat | hatethiscity. I've hated it so long | can hardly remember fedling any other way about it.

Once it was fashionable to say how dull it was. First prize aweek in Toronto, second prize two weeksin
Toronto, Toronto the Good, Toronto the Blue, where you couldn’t get wine on Sundays. Everyone who
lived here said those things: provincid, saf-satisfied, boring. If you said that, it showed you recognized
these qudities but did not partake of them yourself.

Now you' re supposed to say how much it’s changed. World-class city isaphrase they usein magazines
these days, agreat deal too much. All those ethnic restaurants, and the theater and the boutiques. New

Y ork without the garbage and muggings, it’ s supposed to be. People from Toronto used to go to Buffalo
for the weekends, the men to watch girlie shows and drink after-hours beer, the women to shop; they'd
come back jumped-up and pissed and wearing severd layers of clothesto smuggle them through
Customs. Now the weekend traffic is the other way around.

I’ve never bdieved ether version, the dull, the world-class. Toronto was never dull, for me. Dull isn't a
word you' d use to describe such misery, and enchantment.

And | can't believeit’s changed. Driving in from the airport yesterday in the taxi, past the flat neat
factories and warehouses that were once flat neat farms, mile after mile of caution and utilitarianism, and
then through the center of the city with the glitz and the European-style avnings and the paving stones, |
could seeit’ s il the same. Underneath the flourish and ogtentation isthe old city, Street after street of
thick red brick houses, with their front porch pillarslike the off-white stems of toadstools and their
watchful, calculating windows. Mdicious, grudging, vindictive, implacable.

In my dreams of thiscity | am awayslog.

Apart fromdl this, | do of course have ared life. | sometimes have trouble believing in it, because it
doesn't seem like the kind of lifel could ever get away with, or deserve. This goes along with another
belief of mine: that everyone ese my ageisan adult, whereas| am merdly in disguise.

| livein ahouse, with window curtains and alawn, in British Columbia, which isasfar away from
Toronto as | could get without drowning. The unredlity of the landscape there encourages me: the
greeting-card mountains, of the sunset-and-d oppy-message variety, the cottagy housesthat look asif



they were built by the Seven Dwarfsin thethirties, the giant dugs, o much larger than adug needsto be.
Eventherainisoverdone, | can't takeit serioudy. | suppose these things are asredl, and as oppressive,
to the people who grew up there asthis placeisto me. But on good daysit sill feelslike avacation, an
evasion. On bad days| don't noticeit, or much else.

| have a husband, not my first, whose nameis Ben. Heisnot any sort of an artist, for which | am
thankful. He runsatravel agency, specidizing in Mexico. Among his other sterling quaities are chegp
ticketsto the Y ucatan. Thetravel agency iswhy he hasn't come with me on thistrip: the months before
Chrigmas are ahectic timein the travel business.

| dso have two daughters, by now grown up. Their names are Sarah and Anne, good sensible names.
One of them isalmost adoctor, the other an accountant. These are sensible choices. | am abeliever in
sensible choices, so different from many of my own. Also in sensible names for children, because look
what happened to Corddlia

Alongside my red life | have acareer, which may not qualify asexactly redl. | an apainter. | even put
that on my passport, in amoment of bravado, since the other choice would have been housewife. It'san
unlikely thing for meto have become; on some daysit still makes me cringe. Respectable people do not
become painters. only overblown, pretentious, theatrical people. The word artist embarrasses me; |
prefer painter, becauseit' smorelikeavalid job. An artist isatawdry, lazy sort of thing to be, as most
peoplein this country will tell you. If you say you are apainter, you will belooked at strangely. Unless
you paint wildlife, or make alot of money at it, of course. But | only make enough to generate envy,
among other painters, not enough so | can tell everyone elseto stuff it.

Mogt of the timethough | exult, and think | have had anarrow escape.

My career iswhy I’m here, on thisfuton, under this duvet. I’ m having aretrospective, my first. The name
of the gallery is Sub-Versions, one of those punsthat used to delight me before they became so
fashionable. | ought to be pleased by this retrospective, but my fedings are mixed; | don't like admitting
I’m old enough and established enough to have such athing, even a an dternative galery run by abunch
of women. | find it improbable, and ominous: first the retrospective, then the morgue. But dso I'm
cheesed off because the Art Gdlery of Ontario wouldn’t do it. Their biasistoward dead, foreign men.

The duvet isin astudio that belongsto my first husband Jon. It interests me that he would have a duvet
here, dthough hishouseis e sewhere. So far I’ ve restirained mysdf from going through his medicine
cabinet, in search of hairpins and female deodorants, as | once would have done. Thisis none of my
business any longer, | can leave the hairpinsto hisiron-clad wife.

Staying hereis possibly asilly thing to do, too retrospective. But we' ve dways kept in touch because of
Sarah, who is his daughter aso, and after we got through the shouting and the broken glass we settled
into being friends of asort, by long distance, which is always easier than up close. When he heard about
the retrospective, he offered. The price of ahotel in Toronto, he said, even a second-rate hotel, is
becoming offensive. Sub-Versionswould have put me up, but | didn’t mention that. | don’t likethe
nestness of hotels, the squeaky-clean bathtubs. | don't like hearing my own voice echo in there,
especidly at night. | prefer the shedding and disorder and persona dirt of people like mysdlf, people like
Jon. Trangents and nomads.

Jon’ s studio isdown on King Street, near the waterfront. King Street used to be one of those placesyou
never went, aplace of dingy warehouses and rumbling trucks and dubious aleyways. Now it's come up
intheworld. Artists have infested it; in fact the first wave of artists has almost come and gone, and brass
lettering and hesting pipes painted fire-engine red and firms of lawyers are taking over. Jon’s studio, on
the fifth and top floor of one of the warehouses, doesn’t have long to livein its present form. Track



lighting is spreading over the cellings, the lower floors are being stripped of their old linoleum, smdling of
Pine Sol with an obscure base note of ancient throwup and pee, and the wide boards underneath are
being sandblasted. | know dl thisbecause | walk up thefivefloors; they haven't got around to an
elevator yet.

Jon |eft me the key in an envel ope under the mat, and anote saying Blessings, which isameasure of how
much he' s softened, or mellowed. Blessings was not hisformer style. He stemporarily in Los Angeles,
doing a chain-saw murder, but he'll be back before my opening.

| last saw him at Sarah’ s college graduation four years ago. He flew out to the coadt, luckily without the
wife, who is not fond of me. Although we haven't met, | know about her lack of fondness. During the
proceedings, the ritual mumbo-jumbo and the tea.and cookies afterward, we acted like responsible,
grown-up parents. We took both the girls out to dinner and behaved ourselves. We even dressed the
way we knew Sarah wanted usto: | had on an outfit, matching shoes and al, and Jon wore asuit and an
actud tie. | told him helooked like an undertaker.

But the next day we snuck out to lunch, alone, and got plastered. That word, plastered, on the brink of
obsolescence, indicates to me what sort of an event that was. It was aretrospective. And | till think of it
as snesking out, though of course Ben knew all about it. Though he would never go to lunch with hisown
firg wife

“You veadways sad it was such adisaster,” Ben said to me, puzzled.
“Itwas” | sad. “It washorrible.”
“Then why would you want to have lunch with him?’

“That’ shard to explain,” | said, though it may not be. What we share, Jon and |, may bealot likea
traffic accident, but we do shareit. We are survivors, of each other. We have been shark to one ancther,
but dso lifeboat. That counts for something.

In the old days Jon did constructions. He made them out of bits of wood and leather he’ d pick out of
peopl€ strash, or e se he' d smash things—violins, glassvare—and glue the pieces into the position of the
smash; shatter patterns, he called them. At one time he wrapped pieces of colored tape around tree
trunks and took photographs of them, at another he made areplica of amold-covered loaf of bread that
breathed in and out with the aid of asmall eectric motor. The mold was made from the hair clippings of
himself and friends. | think there' s even some of my hair on that loaf of bread; | caught him snitching

some out of my hairbrush.

He does specid effects for movies now, to support his artist habit. The studio is scattered with his
half-finished doings. On the workbench where he keeps his paints, glues, knives, and pliers, there sa
hand and arm, done in plastic resin, arteries worming from the cut end, strapsto strap it on. There are
hollow cagts of legs and feet standing around on the floor like e ephant-foot umbrellastands; in one of
them there’ san umbrdla. Also there' s part of aface, with the skin blackened and withered, made to fit
over the actor’sredl face. A monster, warped by others, bent on revenge.

Jon hastold me heisn't sure this hacked-up body-part Stuff isthe sort of thing he should bedoing. It's
too violent, it doesn’t contribute to human goodness. HE s coming to believe in human goodnessin his
old age, which is certainly achange; I’ ve even found some herbal teain the cupboard. Heclamshe'd
rather make friendly animals for children’s shows. But as he says, you have to eat, and there' sjust more
demand for cut-off limbs.

| wish he were here, or Ben, or any man | know. I’m losing the appetite for strangers. Once | would



have focused on the excitement, the hazard; now it’ s the mess, the bother. Getting your clothes off
gracefully, dways such an impossihility; thinking up what to say afterward, without setting the echoes
going in your head. Worse, the encounter with another set of particularities: the toenails, the ear holes, the
nosehairs. Perhaps at this age we return to the prudishness we had as children.

| get up off the duvet, feding asif | haven't dept. | riffle through the herba teabagsin the kitchenette,
Lemon Mist, Morning Thunder, and bypass them in favor of somethick, jolting, poisonous coffee. | find
myself sanding in the middle of the main room, not knowing exactly how | got in here from the
kitchenette. A littletime jump, alittle static on the screen, probably jet lag: up too late a night, drugged in
the morning. Early Alzhemer's.

| 5t a the window, drinking my coffee, biting my fingers, looking down the five sories. From thisangle
the pedestrians appear squashed from above, like deformed children. All around are flat-roofed, boxy
warehouse buildings, and beyond them the flat railroad |ands where the trains used to shunt back and
forth, once the only entertainment available here on Sundays. Beyond that isflat Lake Ontario, azero at
the beginning and azero a the end, date-gray and brimming with venoms. Eventherain fromitis

carcinogenic.

| wash in Jon' stiny, greasy bathroom, resisting the medicine cabinet. The bathroom is smeared with
fingerprints and painted dingy white, not the most flattering light. Jon wouldn’t fed like an artist without a
certain amount of dinge around. | squint into the mirror, preparing my face: with my contact lensesinl’m
too close to the mirror, without them I’'m too far away. I’ ve taken to doing these mirror things with one

lensin my mouth, glassy and thin like the tag end of alemon drop. | could choke on it by mistake, an
undignified way to die. | should get bifocas. But then I’ d look like an old biddy.

| pull on my powder-blue sweatsuit, my disguise as anon-artist, and go down the four flights of stairs,
trying to look brisk and purposeful. | could be a businessivoman out jogging, | could be a bank manager,
on her day off. | head north, then east dong Queen Street, which is another place we never used to go. It
was rumored to be the haunt of grubby drunks, rubby-dubs we caled them; they were said to drink
rubbing alcohol and deep in telephone booths and vomit on your shoesin the streetcar. But now it’sart
galleries and bookshops, boutiques filled with black clothing and weird footgear, the saw-toothed edge
of trend.

| decide’ll go and have alook at the galery, which | have never seen because al of thishasbeen
arranged by phone and mail. | don’'t intend to go in, make mysdlf known, not yet. | just want to look at it
from the outside. I'll walk past, glance casudly, pretending to be a housewife, atourist, someone window
shopping. Galleries are frightening places, places of evauation, of judgment. | have to work up to them.

But before| reach the gdlery | cometo awall of plywood, conceding ademolition. Onitis
Spray-painted, in defiance of squeaky-clean Toronto: It's Bacon or Me, Babe. And undernegth: What Is
This Bacon and Where Can | Get Some? Beside thisthere' saposter. Or not a poster, more like aflier:
aviolent shade of purple, with green accents and black lettering. RISLEY IN RETROSPECT, it says,
just the last name, like aboy. The nameis mine and so isthe face, more or less. It sthe photo | sent the
gdlery. Except that now | have amustache.

Whoever drew this mustache knew what he was doing. Or she: nothing precludes that. It'sacurled,
flowing mustache, like acavdier’'s, with agraceful goatee to maich. It goeswith my hair.

| suppose | should be worried about this mustache. Isit just doodling, or isit politica commentary, an act
of aggression?Isit morelike Kilroy Was Here or more like Fuck Off? | can remember drawing such
mustaches myself, and the spite that went into them, the desire to ridicule, to deflate, and the fedling of
power. It was defacing, it was taking away someone sface. If | were younger I’ d resent it.



Asitis, | study the mustache and think: That looks sort of good. The mustacheislike acostume. |
examineit from severd angles, asif I’m considering buying one for mysdf. It castsadifferent light. | think
about men and their facid hair, and the opportunities for disguise and conceal ment they have dways at
their disposal. | think about mustache-covered men, and about how naked they must fed with thething
shaved off. How diminished. A lot of people would look better in amustache.

Then, suddenly, | fed wonder. | have achieved, findly, aface that a mustache can be drawn on, aface
that attracts mustaches. A public face, aface worth defacing. Thisis an accomplishment. | have made
something of mysdlf, something or other, after dl.

| wonder if Cordeliawill seethispogter. | wonder if she'll recognize me, despite the mustache. Maybe
she'll cometo the opening. She'll walk in through the door and | will turn, wearing black as a painter
should, looking successful, holding aglass of only moderately bad wine. | won't spill adrop.

Chapter 4
Until we moved to Toronto | was happy.

Beforethat we didn't redlly live anywhere; or we lived so many placesit was hard to remember them.
We spent alot of the time driving, in our low-dung, boat-sized Studebaker, over back roads or aong
two-lane highways up north, curving past lake after |ake, hill after hill, with the white lines going down the
middle of the road and the telephone poles along the sides, tall ones and shorter ones, the wires looking
asif they were moving up and down.

| st by mysdlf in the back of the car, among the suitcases and the cardboard boxes of food and the
coats, and the gassy, dry-cleaning smell of the car upholstery. My brother Stephen sitsin the front sedt,
besde the partly open window. He smells of peppermint LifeSavers; undernesth that is his ordinary
smdll, of cedarwood lead pencils and wet sand. Sometimes he throws up into paper bags, or beside the
road if my father can stop the car intime. He gets carsick and | do not, which iswhy he hasto sit in the
front. I’ shisonly weaknessthat | know of.

From my cramped vantage point in the back | have agood view of my family’sears. My father’s, which
stick out from under the brim of the old felt hat he wears to keep twigs and tree sap and caterpillars out
of hishair, are large and soft-looking, with long lobes; they’ re like the ears of gnomes, or those of the
flesh-colored, doglike minor charactersin Mickey Mouse comic books. My mother wears her hair
pinned back at the sideswith bobby pins, so her ears are visible from the back. They’re narrow, with
fragile upper edges, like the handles of china cups, dthough she hersdlf isnot fragile. My brother’ sears
areround, like dried gpricots, or like the ears of the green-tinged, ova-headed diens from outer space
he draws with his colored pencils. Around and over hisround ears and down the back of hisneck his
hair, dark blond and straight, growsin thick wisps. Heressts haircuts.

It sdifficult for me to whisper into my brother’ sround earswhen we' rein the car. In any case he can't
whisper back, because he has to look straight ahead at the horizon, or at the white lines of the road that
washes toward us, wave after dowly undulating wave.

The roads are mostly empty, because it’ s the war, though once in awhile there' satruck loaded with cut
tree trunks or fresh lumber, trailing its perfume of sawdust. At lunchtime we stop by the roadside and
spread a groundsheet among the white papery everlasting and the purple fireweed and eat the lunch our
mother makes, bread and sardines or bread and cheese, or bread and molasses or bread and jam if we
can't get anything else. Meat and cheese are scarce, they are rationed. That means you have aration
book with colored ssampsiniit.

Our father makesasmall fireto boil water in abilly tin for tea. After lunch we disappear into the bushes,



one by one, with pieces of toilet paper in our pockets. Sometimes there are other pieces of toilet paper
there already, melting among the bracken and dead leaves, but mostly there are not. | squat, listening
behind me for bears, aster leaves rough on the tops of my legs, then bury the toilet paper under sticks
and bark and dried bracken. Our father says you should makeit look asif you haven't beenthere at all.

Our father walksinto the forest, carrying his ax, a pack-sack, and alarge wooden box with aleather
shoulder strap. He looks up, from tree to tree to tree, considering. Then he spreads atarpaulin out on the
ground, undernesth the chosen tree, wrapping it around the trunk. He opens the wooden box, whichis
filled with racks of small bottles. He hitsthe tree trunk with the back of hisax. The tree shakes, leaves
and twigs and caterpillars patter down, bouncing off hisgray fdt hat, hitting the tarpaulin. Stephen and |
crouch, picking up the caterpillars, which are blue-striped, and velvety and cool, like the muzzles of dogs.
We put them into the collecting bottlesfilled with pale dcohol. We watch them twist and Sink.

My father looks at the harvest of caterpillars asif he's grown them himself. He examines the chewed
leaves. “ A beautiful infestation,” he says. HE sjoyful, he syounger than | am now.

The dcohol smdl ison my fingers, cold and remote, piercing, likeasted pin goingin. It smdlslike white
enamel basins. When | look up at the starsin the nighttime, cold and white and sharp, | think they must
andl likethat.

When it getsto the end of the day we stop again and put up our tent, heavy canvas with wooden poles.
Our deeping bags are khaki and thick and lumpy, and dwaysfed alittle damp. Underneath them we put
groundshesets, and inflatable mattresses that make you fedl dizzy while you blow them up and fill your
nose and mouth with the taste of stale rain boots or sparetires piled in agarage. We eat around the fire,
which turns brighter as the shadows grow out from the trees like darker branches. We crawl into the tent
and take our clothes off inside our deeping bags, the flashlight making acircle on the canvas, alight ring
enclosing adarker one, like atarget. The tent smells of tar and kapok and brown paper with cheese
grease on it, and crushed grass. In the mornings the weeds outside are sprinkled with dew.

Sometimes we stay in motels, but only if it' stoo late at night to find a place to set up the tent. The motels
are dwaysfar from anything, set againgt adark wal of forest, their lights glimmering in the uniform
obscuring night like those of ships, or cases. They have gas pumps outside, human-sized, with round
discson top, lit up like pale moons or haloes minus the head. On each discisashell or agtar, an orange
maple leaf, awhite rose. The motels and the gas pumps are often empty or closed: gasisrationed, so
people don't travel much unlessthey haveto.

Or we stay in cabins belonging to other people or to the government, or we stay in abandoned logging
camps, or we pitch two tents, one for deeping and one for supplies. In the winters we stay in towns or
citiesup north, the Soo or North Bay or Sudbury, in gpartmentsthat are really the top floors of other
peopl€ s houses, so that we have to be careful about the noise of our shoes on the wooden floors. We
have furniture which comes from storage. It’sdways the same furniture but it dwayslooks unfamiliar.

In these places there are flush tailets, white and darming, where things vanish in an ingtant, with aroar.
When wefirst get to citiesmy brother and | go to the bathroom alot, and drop thingsin aswell, such as
pieces of macaroni, to see them disappear. There are air-raid sirens, and then we pull the curtains and
turn off the lights, though our mother saysthe war will never come here. The war filtersin over theradio,
remote and crackly, the voices from London fading through the static. Our parents are dubious asthey
listen, their mouthstighten: it could be that we arelosing.

My brother does not think so. He thinks our side isthe good side, and therefore it will win. He collects
cigarette cards with pictures of airplanes on them, and knows the names of al the planes.



My brother has a hammer and some wood, and his own jackknife. He whittles and hammers: he's
making agun. He nailstwo pieces of wood at right angles, with another nail for thetrigger. He has
severa of these wooden guns, and daggers and swords a so, with blood coloured onto the blades with
red pencils. Some of the blood is orange, from when he ran out of red. He sings:

Coming in on awing and a prayer,
Coming in on awing and a prayer,
Though there’ s one motor gone
We will still carry on,

Coming in on awing and a prayer.

He singsthis cheerfully, but | think it's asad song, because athough I’ ve seen the pictures of the
arplanes on the cigarette cards | don't know how they fly. I think it’ s like birds, and abird with onewing
can't fly. Thisiswhat my father saysin the winters, before dinner, lifting his glass when there are other
men there at the table: “ Y ou can't fly on onewing.” So infact the prayer in the song is usaless.

Stephen gives me agun and aknife and we play war. Thisis hisfavorite game. While our parents are
putting up the tent or making the fire or cooking, we sneak around behind the trees and bushes, aiming
through the leaves. | am the infantry, which means| have to do what he says. He waves me forward,
motions me back, tells me to keep my head down so the enemy won't blow it off.

“You'redead,” he says.
“NoI’'mnot.”
“Yesyou are. They got you. Liedown.”

Thereisno arguing with him, sSince he can seethe enemy and | can't. | haveto lie down on the swampy
ground, propped against a stump to avoid getting too wet, until it’ stimefor meto bedive again.

Sometimes, ingtead of war, we hunt through the forest, turning over logs and rocksto seewhat’s
underneath. There are ants, grubs and bestles, frogs and toads, garter snakes, even sdlamandersif we're
lucky. We don't do anything with the thingswe find. We know they will dieif we put them into bottles
and leave them by accident in the sun in the back window of the car, as we have done before. So we
merdly look at them, watching the ants hiding their pill-shaped eggsin panic, the snakes pouring
themselvesinto darkness. Then we put the logs back where they were, unless we need some of these
thingsfor fishing.

Onceinawhilewefight. I don’t win these fights: Stephen isbigger and more ruthlessthan | am, and |
want to play with him more than he wantsto play with me. Wefight in whispers or well out of the way,
because if we' re caught we will both be punished. For this reason we don't tell on each other. We know
from experience that the satisfactions of betraya are scarcely worth it.

Because they' re secret, these fights have an extra attraction. It’ s the attraction of dirty wordswe aren't
supposed to say, words like bum; the attraction of conspiracy, of collusion. We step on each other’s
feet, pinch each other’ sarms, careful not to give away the pain, loya evenin outrage.

How long did we live thisway, like nomads on the far edges of thewar?

Today we' ve driven along time, we' re late setting up our tent. We re near the road, beside araggedy
anonymous lake. Thetrees around the shore are doubled in the water, the leaves of the poplars are
ydlowing towardsfal. The sun setsin along, chilly, lingering sunset, flamingo pink, then sdimon, then the
improbable vibrant red of Mercurochrome. The pink light rests on the surface, trembling, then fadesand



isgone. It'saclear night, moonless, filled with antiseptic Sars. Thereisthe Milky Way clear as can be,
which predicts bad wezather.

We pay no attention to any of this, because Stephen isteaching me to seein the dark, as commandos do.
Y ou never know when you might need to do this, he says. Y ou can’'t use aflashlight; you haveto stay
gtill, in the darkness, waiting until your eyes become accustomed to no light. Then the shapes of things
begin to emerge, grayish and glimmering and insubstantia, asif they’ re condensing from the air. Stephen
tells meto move my feet dowly, balancing on onefoot at atime, careful not to step on twigs. Hetellsme
to breathe quietly. “If they hear you they’ll get you,” he whispers.

He crouches beside me, outlined against the lake, ablacker patch of water. | catch the glint of an eye,
then he'sgone. Thisisatrick of his.

| know he' s snesking up on thefire, on my parents, who are flickering, shadowy, their facesindistinct.
I”’m aone with my heartbeat and my too-loud breething. But he’ sright: now | can seein the dark.

Such are my pictures of the dead.
Chapter 5

| have my eghth birthday in amotel. My present isaBrownie box camera, black and oblong, with a
handle on top and around hole at the back to look through.

Thefirg picture taken with it isof me. I’m leaning againgt the doorframe of the motel cabin. The door
behind me iswhite and closed, with the meta number on it showing: 9. I'm wearing pants, baggy at the
knees, and ajacket too short in the deeves. Under the jacket, | know though you can’'t seeit, isa
hand-me-down brown and yellow striped jersey of my brother’s. Many of my clotheswere once his. My
skin isultrawhite from overexposure of the film, my head istilted to one Side, my mittenlesswrists dangle.
| look like old photos of immigrants. | look asif I’ ve been put there in front of the door and told to stand
gill.

What was | like, what did | want? It shard to remember. Did | want acamerafor my birthday?
Probably not, athough | was glad to haveit.

| want some more cards from the Nabisco Shredded Wheat boxes, the gray cards with pictures on them
that you color, cut out, and fold to make the housesin atown. Also | want some pipe cleaners. We have
abook caled Rainy Day Hobbies that shows how to make awalkie-talkie out of two cans and apiece
of gtring, or how to make aboat that will go forward if you drop lubricating oil into aholein it; aso now
to make adoll’ s chest of drawers out of miniature matchboxes, and how to make various animals—a
dog, asheep, acame—out of pipe cleaners. The boat and the chest of drawers don’t appedl to me, only
the pipe cleaners. I’ ve never seen a pipe cleaner.

| want some silver paper out of cigarette packages. | have severa pieces dready, but | want more. My
parents don’t smoke cigarettes, so | have to collect this paper where | can find it, on the edges of gas
gations, in the weedy grass near motels. | am in the habit of scavenging along the ground thisway. When
| find some| clean it off and flatten it out and store it between the pages of my school reader. | don't
know what I'll do with it when | have enough, but it will be something amazing.

| want aballoon. Baloons are coming back, now that the war is over. When | was sick with the mumps,
once in the winter, my mother found one at the bottom of her seamer trunk. She must have tucked it
away there before the war, suspecting perhaps that there would not be any morefor awhile. She blew it
up for me. It was blue, tranducent, round, like a private moon. The rubber was old and rotting and the
balloon burst almost at once, and | was heartbroken. But | want another balloon, one that will not break.



| want some friends, friendswho will be girls. Girl friends. | know that these exist, having read about
them in books, but I’ ve never had any girl friends because I’ ve never been in one place long enough.

Much of thetimeit’ sraw and overcast, the low metdlic sky of late autumn; or eseit rains and we have
to stay indgde the motd. The motel isthe kind we' re used to: arow of cottages, flimsly built, strung
together with Chrisgmastreelights, yellow or blue or green. These are called * housekeeping cottages,”
which meansthey have somekind of astove in them, a pot or two and atea kettle, and atable covered
with ailcloth. Thefloor of our housekeeping cottageislinoleum, with afaded pattern of flord squares.
The towd s are skimpy and thin, the sheets have worn placesin the middles, rubbed there by other
peopl€ sbodies. There saframed print of the woods in winter and another of ducksin flight. Some
motels have outhouses, but this one has areal though smely flush toilet, and a bathtub.

WEe ve been living in thismotd for weeks, which isunusua: we never stay in motels for more than anight
a atime. We eat cans of Habitant pea soup, heated up on the two-burner stove in adented pot, and
dices of bread spread with molasses, and hunks of cheese. There’' s more cheese, now that thewar is
over. We wear our outdoor clothesindoors, and socks at night, because these cottages with their
one-layer walls are supposed to be for summer tourists. The hot water is never more than lukewarm, and
our mother heats water in the teakettle and poursit into the tub for our baths. “ Just to get the crust off,”
shesays.

In the mornings we wrap blankets around our shoulders while we egt our breakfast. Sometimeswe can

see our own bresth, even ingde the cottage. All of thisisirregular, and dightly festive. It isn't just that we
aren't going to school. WEe ve never gone to school for more than three or four months at atime anyway.
| wasin school the last time eight months ago and have only dim and temporary ideas of what it waslike.

In the mornings we do our schoolwork, in our workbooks. Our mother tells us which pagesto do. Then
we read our school readers. Mineis about two children who live in awhite house with ruffled curtains, a
front lawn, and a picket fence. The father goes to work, the mother wears a dress and an apron, and the
children play bal on the lawn with their dog and cat. Nothing in these storiesis anything like my life.
There are no tents, no highways, no peeing in the bushes, no lakes, no motels. Thereisno war. The
children are dways clean, and the little girl, whose name is Jane, wears pretty dresses and patent-lesther
shoeswith straps.

These books have an exotic appeal for me. When Stephen and | draw with our colored pencils, he
drawswars, ordinary wars and wars in space. Hisred and yellow and orange are worn to stubs, from
the explosions, and hisgold and silver are used up too, on the shining meta carapaces of the tanks and
gpaceships and on the helmets and the complicated guns. But | draw girls. | draw them in ol d-fashioned
clothing, with long skirts, pinafores and puffed deeves, or in dresses like Jane' s, with big hairbows on
their heads. Thisisthe eegant, delicate picture | havein my mind, about other littlegirls. | don’t think
about what | might say to themiif | actualy met some. | haven't got that far.

In the evenings we' re supposed to do the dishes—* Rattle them up,” our mother callsit. We squabblein
whispers and monosyllables about whose turn it isto wash: drying with aclammy teatowe isn't asgood
as washing, which warms up your hands. We float the plates and glassesin the dish pan and dive-bomb
them with the spoons and knives, whigpering “Bombs away.” Wetry to aim as close as poss ble without
actudly hitting them. They aren’t our dishes. This gets on our mother’ s nerves. If it gets on her nerves
enough, shewill do the dishes hersdf, which isintended to be arebuke.

At night weliein the saggy pull-out bed, head to toe, which is supposed to make us go to deep sooner,
and kick each other slently under the covers; or else wetry to see how far we can get our sock feet up
each other’ s pgamalegs. Oncein awhile the headlights of apassing car show through the window,
moving first dong onewall, then ong the next wall, then fading away. There' s an engine sound, then the



szzle of tires on the wet road. Then silence.
Chapter 6

| don’t know who took that picture of me. It must have been my brother, because my mother isinsde
the cabin, behind the white door, wearing gray dacks and adark-blue plaid shirt, packing our food into
cardboard boxes and our clothesinto suitcases. She has a system for packing; she talksto hersdlf while
she’ sdoing it, reminding herself of details, and she likes us out of the way.

Right after the pictureit beginsto snow, smal dry flakesfdling singly out of the hard northern November
sky. There sakind of hush and lassitude until that first snow, with the light waning and the last
moose-maple leaves dangling from the branches like seaweed. Wefdt deepy until it began to snow.
Now wefed exhilarated.

We re running around outside the motel, wearing nothing but our worn-out summer shoes, with our bare
hands outstretched to the falling snowflakes, our heads thrown back, our mouths open, eating snow. If it
werethick on the ground wewould roll init, like dogsin dirt. It fillsus with the same kind of rapture. But
our mother looks out the window and sees us, and the snow, and makes us come inside and dry our feet
off with the skimpy towels. We have no winter bootsthat fit. While we re insde, the snow turnsto dest.

Our father is pacing the floor, jingling hiskeysin his pocket. He dways wants things to happen sooner
than they do, and now he wantsto leave right away, but my mother sayshe'll haveto hold his horses.
We go outside and help him scrape the crust of ice off the car windows and then we carry boxes, and
finaly we squeeze into the car oursalves and drive south. | know it’s south because of the direction of the
sunlight, which is coming weakly through the clouds now, touching theicy treeswith glitter, glaring off the
ice patches at the sides of the road, making it hard to see.

Our parents say we re going to our new house. Thistime the house will beredly ours, not rented. It'sin
acity called Toronto. This name means nothing to me. | think about the house in my school reader, white,
with a picket fence and alawn, and window curtains. | want to see what my bedroom will belike.

By thetime we arrive a the house it’ slate afternoon. At firgt | think there must be some mistake; but no,
thisisthe house dl right, because my father is dready opening the door with akey. The houseishardly
on adreet a al, morelikeafield. It's square-shaped, a bungaow, built of yellow brick and surrounded
by raw mud. On one side of it is an enormous hole in the ground, with large mud piles hegped around it.
Theroad in front is muddy too, unpaved, potholed. There are some concrete blocks sunk in the mud for
stepping-stones so we can get to the door.

Inside, things are even more daunting. There are doors and windows, true, and walls, and the furnace
works. There' sapicture window in the living room, though the view is of alarge expanse of rippling
mud. Thetoilet actudly flushes, though it has a yellowish-brown ring around the insde of the bowl and
severd floating cigarette butts; and reddish, warmish water comes from the hot water tap when | turn it
on. But thefloors are not polished wood or even linoleum. They’ re made of wide, rough boardswith
cracksin between, gray with plaster dust and scattered with white speckles, like bird droppings. Only a
few of the rooms have light fixtures; the others have wires dangling out of the middie of the celling. There
are no countersin the kitchen, only the bare sink; there’ sno stove. Nothing is painted. Dust ison
everything: the windows, the window ledges, the fixtures, the floor. There are alot of dead flies around.

“Weadl haveto pitchin,” saysour mother, which meansthat we are not to complain. We will haveto do
the best we can, she says. We will have to finish the house oursel ves, because the man who was
supposed to do it has gone bankrupt. Flown the coop, is how she putsit. Our father is not so cheerful.
He paces around the house, peering and prodding at it, muttering to himsalf and making smal whistling



noises. “Son of agun, son of agun,” iswhat he says.

From somewhere in the depths of the car our mother unearths a primus stove, which she sets up on the
kitchen floor, since thereis no table. She beginsto heat up some pea soup. My brother goes outside; |
know he's climbing up the mountain of dirt next door, or assessing the possihilities of thelarge holein the
ground, but | don't have the heart to join him.

| wash my hands in the reddish water in the bathroom. There sacrack in the sink, which at this moment
seems a disaster, worse than any of the other flaws and absences. | look at my facein the dust-smeared
mirror. There sno shade on thelight, just a bare bulb overhead, which makes my face look palid andill,
with circlesunder the eyes. | rub my eyes; | know it would be wrong to be seen crying. Despite its
rawness, the house fedlstoo hot, maybe because I'm still wearing my outside clothes. | fed trapped. |
want to be back in the motel, back on the road, in my old rootless life of impermanence and safety.

Thefirst nightswe deep on the floor, in our deeping bags, on top of our air mattresses. Then some army
surplus cots appear, canvas stretched across ameta frame smaller at the base than at the top, so that if
you rall over inthe night you tip off onto the floor and the cot fals on top of you. Night after night | fall
out and wake up lying on the rough dusty floor wondering where | am, and my brother is not thereto
snicker at me or order meto shut up, becauseI’min aroom by mysdlf. At first | found the thought of my
own room exciting—an empty space to be arranged as | wanted, without regard to Stephen and his
strewn clothes and wooden guns—but now I'm londly. I’ ve never been in aroom by mysdlf a night
before.

Each day new things appear in the house while we' re at school: astove, arefrigerator, a card table and
four chairs, so that we can egt in the ordinary way, Sitting at atable, instead of cross-legged on a
groundsheet spread in front of the fireplace. Thefireplace actualy works; thisis one part of the house
that has been finished. In it we burn scrap pieces of wood |eft over from the construction.

In his spare time our father hammers away at the interior of the house. Foor coverings spread across the
floors: narrow hardwood boardsin the living room, asphdt tilesin our bedrooms, advancing row by row.
The house beginsto look more like ahouse. But thistakes alot longer than | would like: we are afar cry
from picket fences and white curtains, here in our lagoon of postwar mud.

Chapter 7

WE re used to seeing our father in windbreakers, battered gray felt hats, flannel shirtswith the cuffstightly
buttoned to keep the blackflies from crawling up hisarms, heavy pants tucked into the tops of woolen
work socks. Except for the felt hats, what our mother wore wasn't al that different.

Now, however, our father wears jackets and ties and white shirts, and a tweed overcoat and ascarf. He

has galoshes that buckle on over his shoesinstead of |eather boots waterproofed with bacon grease. Our

mother’ s legs have appeared, sheathed in nylons with seams up the backs. She draws on alipstick mouth
when she goes out. She has a coat with agray fur collar, and ahat with afeather in it that makes her nose
look too long. Every time she puts on this hat, she looks into the mirror and says, “1 look like the Witch

of Endor.”

Our father has changed hisjob: thisexplainsthings. Instead of being aforest-insect field researcher, heis
now auniversity professor. The smelly jars and collecting bottles that once were everywhere have
diminished in number. Instead, scattered around the house, there are stacks of drawings made by his
students with colored pencils. All of them are of insects. There are grasshoppers, spruce budworms,
forest tent caterpillars, wood-boring beetles, each one the size of a page, their parts nesatly labeled:
mandibles, palps, antennag, thorax, abdomen. Some of them are in section, which meansthey’re cut



open so you can see what' singde them: tunndls, branches, bulbs and ddlicate filaments. | like thiskind
the best.

My father 9tsin an armchair in the evenings with aboard across the arms of the chair and the drawings
on the board, going through them with ared pencil. Sometimes he laughsto himself while doing this, or
shakes his head, or makesticking noisesthrough histeeth. “Idiot,” he says, or “blockhead.” | stand
behind his chair, watching the drawings, and he points out that this person has put the mouth at the wrong
end, that person has made no provision for aheart, yet another one cannot tell amale from afemae. This
isnot how | judge the drawings: | find them better or worse depending on the colors.

On Saturdays we get into the car with him and drive down to the place where he works. It isactudly the
Zoology Building, but wedon't call it that. It isjust the building.

The building isenormous. Whenever we rethereit’ samost empty, becauseit’ s Saturday; this makesit
seem even larger. It' s of dark-brown weathered brick, and gives the impression of having turrets,
athoughit hasnone. Ivy growsonit, leafless now in winter, covering it with skeletal veining. Insdeit
there are long hallways with hardwood floors, stained and worn from generations of sudentsin dushy
winter boots, but ill kept polished. There are staircases, dso of wood, which creak when we climb
them, and banisters we aren’t supposed to dide down, and iron radiators that make banging noises and
are either stone cold or blazing hot.

On the second floor there are corridors leading into other corridors, lined with shelvesthat contain jars
full of dead lizards or pickled ox eyeballs. In one room there are glass cages with snakes in them, snakes
bigger than any we' ve ever seen before. Oneisatame boa congtrictor, and if themanin chargeof it is
there he getsit out and windsit around his arm, so we can see how it crushes things to deeth in order to
eat them. We're dlowed to strokeit. Its skinis cool and dry. Other cages have rattlesnakes, and the man
shows us how he milks the venom out of their fangs. For thishe wears aleather glove. Thefangsare
curved and hollow, the venom dripping from themisyellow.

In the same room isa cement pool filled with thick-looking greenish water in which largeturtles st and
blink or clamber ponderoudy up onto the rocks provided for them, hissing if we get too close. Thisroom
is hotter and steamier than the others because the snakes and turtles need it to be; it smells musky. In yet
another roomisacage full of gigantic African cockroaches, white-colored and so poisonous that their
keeper has to gas them to make them unconscious every time he opens the cage to feed them or get one
out.

Downinthe cdllar there are shelves and shelves of white rats and black mice, specia onesthat aren’'t
wild. They eat food pellets from hoppersin their cages and drink from bottles fitted with eyedroppers.
They have chewed-newspaper nestsfull of pink hairless baby mice. They run over and under one another
and deep in hegps, and siff one another with their quivering noses. The mouse feeder tellsusthat if you
put a strange mouse into one of their cages, one with the wrong, aien scent, they will biteit to deeth.

The celar smdls strongly of mouse droppings, asmel which wafts upward through the whole building,
getting fainter as you go up, mingling with the smell of the green Dustbane used to clean the floors, and
with the other smells, thefloor polish and furniture wax and forma dehyde and snakes.

Wedon't find any of the thingsin the building repulsive. The genera arrangements, though not the details,
arefamiliar to us, though we' ve never seen so many mice in one place before and are awed by their
numbers and stench. We would liketo get the turtles out of their pool and play with them, but since

they’ re snapping turtles and bad-tempered and can take your fingers off, we know enough not to. My
brother wants an ox eyeba| out of one of thejars: it' sthe sort of thing other boys find impressive.



Some of the upstairsrooms are labs. The labs have vast ceilings and blackboards across the front. They
contain rows and rows of large dark desks, more like tables than desks, with high stoolsto sit on. Each
desk has two lamps with green glass shades, and two microscopes, old microscopes, with heavy thin
tubing and brassfittings.

We ve seen microscopes before, but not at such length; we can spend alot of time with them before
getting tired of them. Sometimeswe' re given didesto look at: butterfly wings, cross-sections of worms,
planaria stained with pink and purple dyes so you can see the different parts. At other timeswe put our
fingers under the lenses and examine our fingernails, the pae parts curved like hills againgt their dark pink
sky, the skin around them grainy and creased like the edge of adesert. Or we pull hairs out of our heads
to look at them, hard and shiny like the bristles that grow out of the chitonous skins of insects, with the
hair roots at the end like tiny onion bulbs.

We like scabs. We pick them off—there isn’t room for awhole arm or leg under the microscope—and
turn the magnification up as high asit will go. The scabslook like rocks, bumpy, with asheen likeslice;
or elselike somekind of fungus. If we can get a scab off afinger we put the finger under and watch the
place where the blood oozes out, bright red, in around button, like aberry. Afterward we lick off the
blood. We look at earwax, or snot, or dirt from our toes, checking first to see that there’ s no one around:
we know without asking that such things would not be approved of. Our curiosity is supposed to have
limits, though these have never been defined exactly.

Thisiswhat we do on Saturday mornings, while our father attendsto thingsin his office and our mother
goes grocery shopping. She saysit keeps us out of her hair.

The building overlooks University Avenue, which has lawns and some copper-green statues of men on
horses. Right across the road is the Ontario Parliament Building, whichisaso old and dingy. | think it
must be another building like the building, filled with long creaky corridors and shelves of pickled lizards
and ox eyes.

It'sfrom the building that we watch our first Santa Claus Parade. We ve never seen a parade before.

Y ou can ligten to this parade on the radio, but if you want to actually seeit you have to bundle up in your
winter clothes and stand on the sidewak, stomping your feet and rubbing your hands to keep warm.
Some people climb up onto the horse statues to get a better view. We don’t have to do this, as we can
st on thewindow ledge of one of the main labsin the building, separated from the weether by a pane of
dusty glass, with blasts of heat from theiron radiator going up our legs.

From there we watch as people dressed like snowflakes, like eves, like rabbits, like sugar plum fairies,
march past us, strangely truncated because we' re looking down on them. There are bands of bagpipers
inkilts, and thingslike big cakes, with people on them waving, that dide past on whedls. It' sbegun to
drizzle. Everyone down there looks cold.

Santa Clausis at the end, smaler than expected. His voice and hisloudspeaker jingle bells are muted by
the dusty glass; he rocks back and forth behind his mechanica reindeer, looking soggy, blowing kissesto
the crowd.

| know heisn't the real Santa Claus, just someone dressed up like him. Still, my idea of Santa Claus has
dtered, has acquired anew dimension. After thisit becomes hard for meto think of him without thinking
a0 of the snakes and the turtles and the pickled eyes, and the lizards floating in their yellow jars, and of
the vadt, echoing, spicy, ancient and forlorn but aso comforting smell of old wood, furniture polish,
formal dehyde and distant mice.

Three— Empire Bloomers



Chapter 8

There are dayswhen | can hardly make it out of bed. | find it an effort to speak. | measure progressin
steps, the next one and the next one, asfar as the bathroom. These steps are mgjor accomplishments. |
focus on taking the cap off the toothpaste, getting the brush up to my mouth. | have difficulty lifting my
armto do even that. | fed | am without worth, that nothing | can dois of any value, least of dl to mysdlf.

What do you have to say for yourself? Corddiaused to ask. Nothing, | would say. It wasaword! |
came to connect with mysdlf, asif | was nothing, asif there was nothing there at all.

Last night | felt the approach of nothing. Not too close but on itsway, like awingbest, like the cooling of
thewind, thedight initia tug of an undertow. | wanted to talk to Ben. | phoned the house but he was out,
the machinewas on. It was my own voice | heard, cheerful and in control. Hi there. Ben and | can’t
come to the phone at the moment, but leave a message and we' Il get back to you as soon as we
can. Then abeep.

A disembodied voice, an angd voice, wafting through theair. If | died thisminute it would go on like that,
placid and helpful, like an dectronic afterlife. Hearing it made me want to cry.

“Big hugs,” | said into the empty space. | closed my eyes, thought about the mountains on the coast.
That’shome, | told myself. That’ swhere you redly live. Among al that stagey scenery, too beautiful, like
acardboard movie backdrop. It'snot red, it'snot drab, not flat, not grubby enough. They’ re working on
it though. Go afew miles here, afew milesthere, out of sight of the picture windows, and you cometo
theland of sumps.

Vancouver isthe suicide capita of the country. Y ou keep going west until you run out. Y ou cometo the
edge Thenyoufdl off.

| crawl out from under the duvet. | am abusy person, in theory. There are things to be done, although
none of them arethings| want to do. | check through the refrigerator in the kitchenette, dig out an egg,
bail it, dump it into ateacup, mush it up. | don’t even glance a the herbal tess, | go straight for the redl,
vile coffee. Jitter in acup. It cheers me up to know I’ll soon be so tense.

| pace among the severed arms and hollow feet, drinking blackness. | like this studio, | could work here.
There stheright amount of makeshift and dinginessfor me. Thingsthat arefalling apart encourage me:
whatever ese, I’ m in better shape than they are.

Today we hang. An unfortunate term.

| tuck myself into my clothes, handling my arms and legs asif they’ re Someone e s2's, someone not very
big or not very well. It' sthe powder-blue sweatsuit again today; | didn’t bring very much clothing with
me. | don’'t liketo check things, | liketo jam it adl under the airplane seat. At the back of my mind isthe
ideathat if something goeswrong, up thereintheair, I’ll be able to grab my bag out from under the seat
and jump out the window, gracefully, without leaving any of my possessions behind.

| head out into the open, walk quickly aong the street, mouth dightly open, kegping timein my head.
Keep happy with the nappy Gang. | used to jog but it’s bad for the knees. Too much beta carotene
turnsyou orange, too much cacium givesyou kidney stones. Hedth kills.

The old emptiness of Toronto isgone. Now it's chock-full: Toronto' s bloating itsalf to desth, that muchis
clear. Thetraffic isastonishing, there’ s honking and barging, people drive right out to the middle of the
intersections and St there when the light changes. I'm glad I’ m on foot. Every building | pass down here
among the warehouses seemsto cry Renovate me! Renovate me! Thefirst timel saw theword Reno in



the redl estate section | thought it meant the gambling resort. Languageisleaving me behind.

| hit the corner of King and Spadina, wak north. This used to be where you came to get wholesade
clothing, and it ill is; but the old Jewish ddlis are disgppearing, replaced by Chinese emporia, wicker
furniture, cutwork tablecloths, bamboo wind chimes. Some of the street Sgns are subtitled in Chinese,
multiculturaism on the march, others have Fashion District underneath the names. Everything isadidrict
now. There never used to be digtricts.

It comes over methat | need anew dressfor the opening. I’ ve brought one with me, of course; I’ ve
aready pressed it with my travel iron, clearing a corner of Jon’ sworkbench for theironing board, folding
atowd acrossit. Thisdressis black, because black isthe best thing for such occasions. asimple, sober
black dress, like those of the women who play cellosin symphony orchestras. It doesn’t do to outdress
the clients.

But the thought of thisdressis depressing to me now. Black attractslint, and I’ ve forgotten my clothes
brush. | remember the Scotch tape ads from the forties: mummify your hand in inside-out Scotch tape,
defuzz your clothing. | think of myself standing there in the gallery, surrounded by one-of-a-kind boutique
wear and redl pearls, widow-colored and linty where the Scotch tape has missed. There are other colors,
pink for instance: pink is supposed to weaken your enemies, make them go soft on you, which must be
why it’ sused for baby girls. It sawonder the military hasn't got onto this. Pale-pink helmets, with
rosettes, awhole battalion, onto the beachhead, over thetop in pink. Now isthe time for me to makethe
switch, | could use alittle pink right now.

| cruise the cut-rate windows. Each oneislike ashrine, lit up from within, its goddess on display, hand on
hip or leg thrust out, the faces beige and inaccessible. Party dresses have come back, bows and flamenco
ruffles, srgplessness and crinolines, puffed deeveslike cloth marshmalows: everything | thought was left
behind forever. And miniskirtstoo, as bad as ever, but | draw theline at those. | didn’t like them the last
time around ether: too much underpants. | can't wear the ruffled things, I’ d look like a cabbage, and not
the strapless ones either, not with my collarbone high and dry, my hen’ s-foot elbows sticking out. What |
need is something vertica, maybe alittle draped.

A SALE ggnluresmein. The name of thisstoreis The Sleek Boutique, though it' snot redlly aboutique:
it'scrammed full of ends-or-line, low on overhead. It’s crowded, which pleases me. Sdedadies
intimidate me, | don't like to be caught shopping. | riffle furtively through the SALE rack, bypassing
sequins, angoraroses, gold thread, grubby white leather, looking for something. What I'd likeisto be
transformed, which becomes less possible. Disguiseis easer when you' re young.

| take three thingsto the fitting room: salmon with dollar-sized white polka dots, eectric blue with satin
inserts, and, to be on the safe Sde, something in black that will doif dl esefails. Thesdmoniswhat I'd
redly like, but can | handlethe dots? | dip it on, zipper and hook it, turn thisway and that, in front of the
mirror which isasusud badly lit. If | ranagtorelikethis|’d paint al the cubicles pink and put some
money into the mirrors. whatever else women want to see, it’s not themselves, not in their worst light

anyway.

| crane my neck, trying to get the rear view. Maybe with different shoes, or different earrings? The price
tag dangles, pointing to my rump. There are the polka dots, rolling across abroad expanse. It's amazing
how much bigger you dways ook from the back. Maybe because there are fewer distracting featuresto
break up the wide monotony of hill and plane.

Asl turn back, | see my purse, lying on the floor where | put it, and after al these years| should know
better. 1t s open. The cubicle wall only comes down to afoot above the floor, and back through the gap
anoisdessarm isretreating, the hand clutching my walet. The fingernails are painted Day-Glo green.



| bring my shodlessfoot down hard on thewrist. There' sashriek, someloud plurd giggling: youth on the
fast track, schoolgirls on the prowl. My wallet is dropped, the hand shoots back like atentacle.

| jerk open the door. Damn you, Cordelial | think.
But Cordeliaislong gone.
Chapter 9

The school we are sent to is some distance away, past a cemetery, across aravine, along awide curving
street lined with older houses. The name of it is Queen Mary Public Schoal. In the morningswe walk
acrossthe freezing mud in our new winter overshoes, carrying our lunchesin paper bags, and down
through the remains of an orchard to the nearest paved road, where we wait for the school busto come
lurching toward us, up the hill and over the potholes. | wear my new snowsuit, my skirt wrapped around
my legs and stuffed down into the bulgy legs of the snowpants, which whisk together as| walk. You
can’t wear pantsto school, you have to wear skirts. I’'m not used to this, or to sitting still at adesk.

We egt our lunchesin the chilly dimly lit cellar of the schoolhouse, wherewe Sit in supervised rows on
long scarred wooden benches under afestoon of heating pipes. Most of the children go home for lunch,
it sonly the school bus onesthat have to stay. We reissued smdll bottles of milk which we drink through
straws stuck in through ahole in the cardboard bottle tops. These are my first drinking straws, and they
amaze me.

Theschool building itself isold and tall, made of liver-colored brick, with high cellings, long ominous
wood-floored hallways, and radiators that are either on full blast or not at al, so that we' re either
shivering with cold or too hot. The windows are high and thin and many-paned, and decorated with
cutouts made of construction paper; right now there are snowflakes, for winter. There’ safront door
whichis never used by children. At the back are two grandiose entranceways with carvings around them
and ornate insets above the doors, inscribed in curvy, solemn lettering: GIRLS and BOY S. When the
teacher in the yard rings her brass handbell we haveto line up in twos by classrooms, girlsin oneline,
boysin another, and file into our separate doors. The girls hold hands; the boysdon't. If you gointhe
wrong door you get the strap, or so everyone says.

| am very curious about the BOY S door. How isgoing in through adoor different if you're aboy?
What'sin there that meritsthe strap, just for seeing it? My brother says there’ s nothing specia about the
darsinsde, they're plain ordinary stairs. The boys don’'t have a separate classroom, they’ rein with us.
They go in the BOY S door and end up in the same place we do. | can see the point of the boys
washroom, because they pee differently, and aso the boys yard, because of dl the kicking and punching
that goes on among them. But the door bafflesme. | would like to have alook inside.

Just as there are separate doors for boys and girls, there are also separate parts of the schoolyard. At the
front, outside the teachers' entrance, isadirt field covered with cinders, the boys' playing field. At the
Sde of the school facing away from the street isahill, with wooden steps going up it and eroded runnels
worn down the side, and afew stunted evergreens on top. By custom thisis reserved for the girls, and
the older ones stand around up there in groups of three or four, their heads bent inward, whispering,
athough boys sometimes make charges up the hill, yelling and waving their arms. The cement-paved area
outside the BOY S and GIRL Sis common territory, since the boys have to crossit in order to go in their
door.

Lining up isthe only time | see my brother at school. At homewe verigged up awakie-takie with two
tin cans and a piece of string, which runs between our two bedroom windows and doesn’t work very
well. We push messages under each other’ sdoors, written in the cryptic language of the aliens, whichis



filled with X’ sand Z' s and must be decoded. We nudge and kick each other under the table, keeping our
faces sraight above the tablecloth; sometimes wetie our shodaces together, for sgnaling. These are my
main communications with my brother now, these raspy tin can words, sentences without vowels, the
Morse of feet.

But in the daytime | lose sight of him as soon as we go out the door. He' s up ahead, throwing snowballs,
and on the bus he' s at the back, in anoisy whirlpool of older boys. After school, after he’ s gone through
thefightsthat are required of any new boy at any school, he' s off helping to wage war on the boysfrom
the Catholic school nearby. It's called Our Lady of Perpetua Help, but the boys from our school have
renamed it Our Lady of Perpetua Hell. It' s said that the boys from this Catholic school are very tough
and that they conced rocksinside their snowbals.

| know better than to speak to my brother during these times, or to call hisor any boy’ s attention to me.
Boys get teased for having younger ssters, or ssters of any kind, or mothers; it’slike having new clothes.
When he gets anything new my brother dirtiesit as soon as possible, to avoid having it noticed; and if he
has to go anywhere with me and my mother, he walks ahead of us or crosses to the other side of the
Sreet. If he' steased about me, he will have to fight some more. For meto contact him, or even to call
him by name, would be didoyal. | understand these things, and do my best.

So | amlefttothegirls, red girlsat lag, inthe flesh. But I’'m not used to girls, or familiar with their
customs. | feed awkward around them, | don’t know what to say. | know the unspoken rules of boys, but
with girls| sensethat | am dways on the verge of some unforeseen, caamitous blunder.

A girl cdled Carol Campbell makes friendswith me. In away she hasto, because she' s the only school
bus girl in my grade. The children who come on the school bus, who egt their lunchesin the cdllar instead
of going home, are consdered alittleforeign, and arein danger of finding themselves without a partner
when the bell ringsand it’ stimeto line up. So Caral sts beside me on the school bus, holds my hand in
line, whispersto me, eats her lunch beside me on the wooden bench in the cdllar.

Caral livesin one of the older houses on the other side of the abandoned orchard, closer to the schoal, a
yellow brick house with two stories and green-painted shutters framing the windows. She’ s a stubby girl
with afrequent laugh. Shetdlsme her hair is honey-blond, that her haircut is called a pageboy, that she
hasto go to the hairdresser’ s every two monthsto get it done. | haven't known there are such things as
pageboys and hairdressers. My mother doesn’t go to the hairdresser’ s. She wears her hair long, pinned
up a the sdes, like the women in wartime posters, and my own hair has never been cut.

Carol and her younger sister have matching outfits for Sundays: fitted brown tweed coats with velvet
collars, round brown velvet hatswith an elastic under the chin to hold them on. They have brown gloves
and little brown purses. Shetelsmeadl this. They are Anglicans. Carol asks mewhat church | go to, and
| say | don't know. In fact we never go to church.

After school Carol and | walk home, not the way the school bus goes in the morning but a different way,
along back streets and across a decaying wooden footbridge over the ravine. We ve been told not to do
thisaone, and not to go down into the ravine by ourselves. There might be men down there, iswhat
Carol says. These are not ordinary men but the other kind, the shadowy, nameless kind who do thingsto
you. She smiles and whispers when saying men, asif they are aspecid, thrilling joke. We crossthe
bridge lightly, avoiding the places where the boards have rotted through, on the lookout for men.

Caral invitesmeto her house after school, where she shows me her cupboard with al her clothes hanging
init. Shehasalot of dresses and skirts, she even has adressing gown, with fuzzy dippersto match. |
have never seen so many girls clothesin one place.



Sheletsmelook at her living room from the doorway, although we aren’'t dllowed to go into it. She
hersdf can’t go in except to practice the piano. The living room has a sofaand two chairs and matching
drapes, dl of aflowered rose and beige material Carol saysis chintz. She pronounces this word with
awe, asif it' sthe name of something sacred, and | repest it Slently to mysdf: chintz. It soundslikethe
name of akind of crayfish, or of one of the dienson my brother’ s distant planet.

Carol tellsmethat her piano teacher hits her fingerswith aruler if she getsanote wrong, and that her
mother spanks her with the back of ahairbrush or else adipper. When she'sredly in for it she hasto
wait until her father comes home and whacks her with his belt, right on the bare bum. All of these things
are secrets. She says her mother sings on aradio program, under adifferent name, and we do overhear
her mother practicing scalesin the living room, in aloud quavery voice. She says her father takes some of
his teeth out at night and puts them into aglass of water beside his bed. She shows methe glass, dthough
theteeth aren’t in it. There seemsto be nothing shewon't tell.

Shetellsme which boys at school arein love with her, making me promise not to tell. She asks mewhich
onesarein love with me. I’ve never thought about this before, but | can see that some sort of an answer
isexpected. | say I'm not sure.

Carol comesto my house and takesit al in—the unpainted wals, the wires dangling from the cellings, the
unfinished floors, the army cots—with incredulous glee. “ Thisiswhereyou deep?” shesays. “Thisis
whereyou eat? These are your clothes?” Most of my clothes, which are not many in number, are pants
and jersey tops. | have two dresses, one for summer and one for winter, and atunic and awool skirt, for
school. | begin to suspect that more may be required.

Carol tellseveryone at school that our family deeps on the floor. She givesthe impression that we do this
on purpose, because we' re from outside the city; that it' sa blief of ours. She' s disappointed when our
real beds arrive from storage, four-legged and with mattresses, like everybody ese's. She putsit around
that | don’t know what church | go to, and that we et off a card table. She doesn’t repest these items
with scorn, but as exotic specidties. | am, after dl, her lining-up partner, and she wants meto be
marveled at. More accurate: she wants herself to be marveled at, for revealing such wonders. It' s asif
she' sreporting on the antics of some primitive tribe: true, but incredible.

Chapter 10

On Saturday we take Carol Campbell to the building. When wewalk into it she says, wrinkling up her
nose, “Isthiswhere your father works?” We show her the snakes and the turtles; she makes a noise that
soundslike*Ew,” and says she wouldn’t want to touch them. I'm surprised by this; I’ ve been
discouraged from having such fedlings for so long that | no longer have them. Neither does Stephen.
There snot much we won'’t touch, given the chance.

| think Carol Campbell isasissy. At the sametime | find mysdlf being alittle proud of her delicacy. My
brother looks at her in an odd way: with contempt, true, and if I mysalf said such athing he would make
fun of me. But there’ san undertone, like an invisible nod, asif something he wants to suspect has come
true after dl.

By rights he should ignore her after this, but he tries her out on the jars of lizards and ox eyeballs. “Ew,”
shesays. “What if they put one down your back?” My brother says how would she like some for
dinner? He makes chewing and durping noises.

“Ew,” says Caral, screwing up her face and wriggling al over. | can't pretend to be shocked and
disgusted too: my brother wouldn't be convinced. Neither can | join in the game of making up revolting
foods, such as toadburgers and leech chewing gum, dthough if we were done or with other boys | would



do it without a second thought. So | say nothing.

After we get back from the building | go to Carol’ s house again. She asks meif | want to see her

mother’ snew twin set. | don’t know what thisis, but it soundsintriguing, o | say yes. Shetakesme
gedthily into her mother’ s bedroom, saying that she' Il redly get it if we' re caught, and shows me the twin
s, folded on ashelf. Thetwin set isjust two sweaters, both the same color, one with buttons down the
front, the other without. I’ ve dready seen Mrs. Campbdl | wearing a different twin set, abeige one, her
breasts pronging out, the buttoned sweater draped over her shoulderslike acape. So thisisal twin sets
are. I’ m disappointed, because | was expecting something to do with twins.

Carol’ smother and father don’t deep in one big bed, the way mine do. Instead they deep in two little
beds, exactly aike, with matching pink chenille bedspreads and matching night tables. These beds are
caled twin beds, which makes more sense to me than the twin set. Still, it' s strange to think of Mr. and
Mrs. Campbdll lying in them at night, with different heads—hiswith amustache, hers without—but
neverthelesstwinlike, identical, under the sheets and blankets. It' s the matching bedspreads, the night
tables, the lamps, the bureaus, the doubleness of everything in their room, that gives methisimpression.
My own parents roomisless symmetrica, and also less nest.

Carol says her mother wears rubber gloves while washing the dishes. She shows me the rubber gloves
and a spray thing attached to the water tap. She turns on the tap and sprays the inside of the sink, and
part of the floor by accident, until Mrs. Campbell comesin, wearing her beige twin set and frowning, and
says hadn’t we better go upstairsto play. Possibly sheisn't frowning. She has amouth that turns dightly
down even when she' samiling, so it' s hard to tell whether she' s pleased or not. Her hair isthe same
color as Carol’s, but donein acold wave al over her head. It's Carol who points out that thisisa cold
wave. A cold wave has nothing to do with water. It' slike doll hair, very tidy and arranged, asif sewn
into place.

Carol ismore and more gratified the more bewildered | am. “Y ou didn’t know what a cold wave is?’
she says, delighted. She's eager to explain thingsto me, name them, display them. She shows me around
her house asif it' samuseum, asif she persondly has collected everything in it. Standing in the downgtairs
hall, where thereis acoat tree— “Y ou’ ve never seen a coat tree?”—she says| am her best friend.

Carol has another best friend, who is sometimes her best friend and sometimes not. Her nameis Grace
Smesath. Carol points her out to me, on the bus, the same way she' s pointed out the twin set and the coat
tree: as an object to be admired.

Grace Smesgth isayear older and in the next grade up. At school she playswith the other girlsin her
class. But after school and on Saturdays she plays with Carol. There are no girlsin her classon our side
of theravine.

Grace livesin atwo-story shoebox-shaped red brick house with afront porch that has two thick round
white pillars holding it up. She' staler than Carol, with dark thick coarse hair doneinto two braids. Her
skinisextremely pae, like abody under abathing suit, but covered with freckles. She wears glasses.
Usudly shewearsagray skirt with two straps over the shoulders, and ared swester pebbled with little
balls of wool. Her clothes smell faintly of the Smeaths house, amixture of scouring powder and cooked
turnips and dightly rancid laundry, and the earth under porches. | think sheis beautiful.

On Saturdays | no longer go to the building. Instead | play with Carol and Grace. Because it’ swinter, we
play mostly insgde. Playing with girlsisdifferent and at first | fedl srangeas| doit, self-conscious, asif
I’m only doing an imitation of agirl. But | soon get moreused toit.

Thethingswe play are mostly Grace sideas, because if wetry to play anything she doesn't like she says



she has a headache and goes home, or else tells usto go home. She never raises her voice, getsangry, or
cries; sheisquietly reproachful, asif her heedacheis our fault. Because we want to play with her more
than shewantsto play with us, she gets her way in everything.

We color in Grace' smovie star coloring books, which show the movie starsin different outfits, doing
different things walking their dogs, going sailing in sailor suits, swirling around in evening dresses at
parties. Grace sfavorite movie star is Esther Williams. | have no favorite movie ssar—I’ve never beento
amovie—but | say mineisVeronicalLake, because| like the name. The VeronicaLake book is paper
doll cutouts, with Veronica Lake in her bathing-suit and dozens of outfits you can stick onto her with tabs
that fold around her neck. Grace won't let us cut out these outfits, although we can put them on and take
them off once she' sdoneit, but we' re alowed to work away at her coloring books as long aswe stay
inddethelines. Shelikesto get these books dl colored in. Shetells uswhat colorsto use, on which
parts. | know what my brother would do—green skin for Esther, with beetle antennae, and hairy legsfor
Veronica, eight of them—but | refrain from doing it. Anyway | like the clothes.

We play school. Grace has a couple of chairs and awooden table in her cdllar, and asmall blackboard
and chalk. These are set up undernegath the indoors clothedine where the Smeath underwear is hung up
to dry whenit rainsor snows. The cdlar isn't afinished cdlar: the floor is cement, the pillars holding up
the house are brick, the water pipes and wires are showing, and the air smells of coa dust because the
cod binisright beside the blackboard.

Grace is dwaysthe teacher, Carol and | the students. We have to do spelling tests and sumsin
arithmetic; it’slikereal school, but worse, because we never get to draw pictures. We can't pretend to
be bad, because Grace doesn't like disorder.

Or we gt on thefloor in Grace' sroom with piles of old Eaton’s Catalogues. I've seen lots of Eaton’s
Catalogues before: up north they’ re hung in outhouses for use astoilet paper. Eaton’ s Catal ogues
remind me of the stench of such outhouses, the buzzing of the flies down the hole underneeth, the box of
lime and the wooden paddle for dumping the lime down, onto the piles of old and recent droppings, of all
shapes and colors of brown. But here we treat these catal ogues with reverence. We cut the small colored
figures out of them and paste them into scrapbooks. Then we cut out other things—cookware,
furniture—and paste them around the figures. Thefigures themselves are dways women. We cal them
“my lady.” “My lady’ sgoing to havethisrefrigerator,” we say. “My lady’ sgetting thisrug.” “Thisismy
lady’ sumbrdla”

Grace and Carol ook at each other’ s scrapbook pages and say, “ Oh, yoursis so good. Mine' s no good.
Mine sawful.” They say thisevery timewe play the scrapbook game. Their voices are wheedling and
fase | cantell they don’'t mean it, each one thinks her own lady on her own pageisgood. But it' sthe
thing you haveto say, so | beginto say it too.

| find this game tiring—it’ sthe weight, the accumulation of al these objects, these possessions that would
have to be taken care of, packed, stuffed into cars, unpacked. | know alot about moving house. But
Carol and Grace have never moved anywhere. Ther ladieslivein asingle house each and have aways
lived there. They can add more and more, Stuff the pages of their scrapbooks with dining room suites,
beds, stacks of towels, one set of dishes after another, and think nothing of it.

| begin to want things I’ ve never wanted before: braids, adressing gown, apurse of my own. Something
isunfolding, being revealed to me. | seethat there sawholeworld of girlsand their doings that has been
unknown to me, and that | can be part of it without making any effort at dl. | don’t have to keep up with
anyone, run asfast, am aswell, make loud explosive noises, decode messages, die on cue. | don’'t have
to think about whether I’ ve done these thingswell, aswell asaboy. All | haveto do issit on the floor
and cut frying pans out of the Eaton’ s Catal ogue with embroidery scissors, and say I’ ve doneit badly.



Partly thisisarelief.
Chapter 11

For Christmas, Carol gives me some Friendship’s Garden bath salts and Grace gives me a coloring book
of VirginiaMayo. | open their presents before anyone ese's.

| also get a photo abum, to go with my camera. The pages and covers are black, tied together with
something that looks like abig black shoelace; there' s a package of black triangles with glue on them to
gtick the photosin with. So far | have taken only onerall of film with my camera. | think about what each
picturewill look likeas| pressthe button. | don't want to waste any. When the pictures come back from
being devel oped, the negatives cometoo. | hold them up to the light: everything that’ swhitein thered
pictureisblack in the negative. Snow for instanceis black, and peopl€ s eyeballs and teeth.

| stick my photos into the abum with the black triangles. Some of the pictures are of my brother, making
threatening gestures with snowballs. Some are of Carol, some of Grace. Ther€ s only that one picture of
me, standing in front of the motd door with 9 on it, long ago, amonth ago. Already that child seems
much younger, poorer, farther away, a shrunken, ignorant version of myself.

Another thing | get for Christmasisared plastic purse, ova in shape, with agold-colored clasp and a
handle at the top end. It’ s soft and pliable ingde the house, but hardens outside in the cold, so that things
rattleinit. | kegp my alowancein it, five cents aweek.

By thistime we have aliving room floor, hardwood, waxed by my mother down on her knees, polished
with along-handled weighted brush that she pushes back and forth, making asound like waves. The
living room has been painted, the fixtures installed, the baseboards added on. There are even curtains,
drapes, they’re caled. The public, visble parts of the house have been finished first.

Our bedrooms remain in arawer sate. The windows there do not yet have drapes. Lying in bed at night,
| can look out of my window at the snow fdling, illuminated by the light from my brother’ s bedroom
window beside mine.

It sthe darkest time of the year. Even in the daytime it seems dark; and at night, when the lights are on,
this darkness pervades everything, like afog. Outside there are only afew streetlights, and they're far
gpart and not very bright. The lampsin peopl€ s houses cast aydlowish light, not cold and greenish but a
buttery dim yellow with atinge of brown. The colors of thingsin houses have darkness mixed into them:
maroon, mushroom beige, amuted green, adusty rose. These colorslook alittle dirty, like the squaresin
apaint box when you forget to rinse the brush.

We have amaroon chesterfield which has come out of storage, with an oriental-style maroon and purple
rug in front of it. We have atri-light floor lamp. Theair in the evening lamplight is coagulated, likea
cugtard thickening; heavier sediments of light collect in the corners of theliving room. The drapesare
kept closed at night, folds and folds of cloth drawn againgt the winter, hoarding the dim heavy light,
kegping itin.

Inthislight | spread the evening paper out on the polished hardwood floor and rest on my kneesand
elbows, reading the comics. In the comicsthere are people with round holes for eyes, otherswho can
hypnotize you ingtantly, others with secret identities, others who can stretch their facesinto any shape at
al. Around meisthe scent of newsprint and floor wax, the bureau drawer smell of my itchy stockings
mingled with that of grimy knees, the scratchy hot smell of wool plaid and the cat box aromaof cotton
underpants. Behind me the radio plays square dance music from the Maritimes, Don Messer and His
Idanders, in preparation for the six o' clock news. Theradio isof dark varnished wood with asingle
green eye that moves along the dia as you turn the knob. Between the gations this eye makes eerie



noises from outer space. Radio waves, says Stephen.

Often, now, Grace Smeath asks me over to her house after school without asking Carol. Shetells Carol
there sareason why sheisn't invited: it’ s because of her mother. Her mother istired, so Grace can only
have one best friend over that day.

Grace' s mother has abad heart. Grace doesn'’t treat this as a secret, as Carol would. She saysit
unemotiondly, politely, asif requesting you to wipe your feet on the mat; but dso smugly, asif she has
something, some privilege or mora superiority that the two of usdon’t share. It’ sthe attitude she takes
toward the rubber plant that stands on the landing hafway up her airs. Thisisthe only plant in Grace's
house, and we aren’t dllowed to touchiit. It's very old and hasto be wiped off leaf by leaf with milk.
Mrs. Smeath’ sbad heart islikethat. It's because of this heart that we have to tiptoe, walk quietly, stifle
our laughter, do what Grace says. Bad hearts have their uses; even | can seethat.

Every afternoon Mrs. Smeath hasto take arest. She does this, not in her bedroom, but on the
chegterfidld in the living room, stretched out with her shoes off and a knitted afghan covering her. That is
how she is dways to be found when we go there to play after school. We come in through the side door,
up the steps to the kitchen, trying to be as quiet as possible, and into the dining room asfar asthe double
French doors, where we peer in through the glass panes, trying to see whether her eyes are open or
closed. She'snever adeep. But there' s dway's the possibility—iput into our heads by Grace, in that same
factual way—that on any given day she may be dead.

Mrs. Smeath isnot like Mrs. Campbell. For instance, she has no twin sets, and views them with
contempt. | know this because once, when Carol was bragging about her mother’ stwin sets, Mrs.
Smeath said, “Isthat s0,” not as aquestion but asaway of making Carol shut up. She doesn’t wear
lipstick or face powder, even when she goes out. She has big bones, square teeth with little gaps
between them so that you can see each tooth digtinctly, skin that 1ooks rubbed raw asif scrubbed with a
potato brush. Her face is rounded and bland, with that white skin of Grace' s, though without the freckles.
She wears glasses like Grace too, but hers have sted rimsinstead of brown ones. Her hair is parted
down the middle and graying at the temples, braided and wound over her head into aflat hair crown
crisscrossed with hairpins.

Shewears print housedresses, not only in the mornings but most of the time. Over the dresses she wears
bibbed aprons that sag at the bosom and make it look asif she doesn’t have two breasts but only one, a
sngle breast that goes al the way across her front and continues down until it joins her waist. She wears
lide stockings with seams, which make her legs look stuffed and sewn up the backs. She wears brown
Oxfords. Sometimes, ingtead of the stockings, she has thin cotton socks, above which her legs rise white
and sparsdly haired, like awoman’s mustache. She has a mustache too, though not very much of one,
just asprinkling of hairs around the corners of the mouth. She smilesalot, with her lips closed over her
large teeth; but, like Grace, she does not laugh.

She has big hands, knuckly and red from the wash. There' salot of wash, because Grace hastwo
younger sisterswho get her skirts and blouses and a so her underpants passed down to them. I'm used
to getting my brother’ sjerseys, but not his underpants. It’s these underpants, thin and gray with use, that
hang dripping on theline over our headsaswe St in Grace' s cdllar pretending to be school children.

Before Valentine' s Day we have to cut out hearts of red construction paper at school and decorate them
with pieces of paper doily to stick on thetal thin windows. While | am cutting mine | think about Mrs.
Smesath’ sbad heart. What exactly iswrong with it?1 pictureit hidden, underneath her woolen afghan and
the billow of her gpron bib, pumping in the thick fleshy darkness of theinside of her body: something
taboo, intimate. It would be red, but with areddish-black patch onit, like rot in an apple or abruise. It
hurtswhen | think about it. A little sharp wince of pain goesthrough me, asit did when | watched my



brother cut hisfinger once on apiece of glass. But the bad heart isaso compelling. It' sacuriosity, a
deformity. A horrible treasure.

Day after day | pressmy nose against the glass of the French doors, trying to seeif Mrs. Smegath is il
dive Thisishow | will see her forever: lying unmoving, like something in amuseum, with her head on the
antimacassar pinned to the arm of the chesterfield, a bed pillow under her neck, the rubber plant on the
landing visible behind her, turning her head to look at us, her scrubbed face, without her glasses, white
and strangely luminousin the dim space, like a phosphorescent mushroom. Sheisten years younger than
| am now. Why do | hate her so much?Why do | care, in any way, what went on in her head?

Chapter 12

The snow erodes, leaving the potholesin the roads near our house filled with muddy water. Thin bubbles
of ice form across these puddles overnight; we shatter them with the hedls of our boots. Icicles crash
down from the eaves of roofs, and we pick them up and lick them like Popsicles. We wear our mittens
dangling. On the lawns, aswe walk home from school, we can see damp pieces of paper under the
hedges, old dog turds, crocuses poking up through the grainy, soot-colored snow. The gutters run with
brownish water; the wooden bridge over the ravineis dippery and soft and has regained its smell of rot.

Our house looks like something left over from the war: dl around it Spreads rubble, devastation. My
parents stand in their backyard, hands on their hips, looking out over the expanse of raw mud, planning
their garden. Already clumps of couch grass are beginning to thrust up. Couch grass can grow in
anything, my father says. He also saysthat the contractor, the same one that flew the coop, took the
dense clay from where our cdllar went in and spread it around the house, over what should have been the
topsoil. “Anidiot aswell asacrook,” saysmy father.

My brother watches the water level in the giant hole next door, waiting for the hole to dry up so he can
useit for abunker. Hewould like to roof it over, with sticks and old planks, but he knowsthisisn’t
possible because the hole istoo big and aso he wouldn't be dlowed. Instead he plansto dig atunndl
down there, into the side of the hole, and to get up and down to it by arope ladder. He has no rope
ladder, but he sayshe' |l make one, if he can get some rope.

He and the other boys run around in the mud; large extrafeet of clay stick to the soles of their boots,
leaving tracks like monsters. They crouch behind the treesin the old orchard, sniping at one another,
shouting:

“You'redead!”
“l am not!”
“You're dead!”

At other timesthey crowd into my brother’ sroom, lying on their ssomachs on hisbed or on the floor,
reading his huge piles of comic books. | sometimes do this too, wallowing among the pages of colored
paper, surrounded by the fuggy scent of boys. Boys don’t smell the same as girls. They have a pungent,
|eathery, underneath smell, like old rope, like damp dogs. We keep the door closed because my mother
doesn't gpprove of comics. The reading of comicsisdonein reverentia silence, with now and then afew
monosyllables of trade.

Comic books are what my brother is collecting now. He' s always collected something. Onceit was milk
bottle tops, from dozens of dairies; he carried sheafs of them around in his pockets, held together with
rubber bands, and stood them up againgt walls and threw other milk bottle tops at them to win more,
Then it was pop bottle tops, then cigarette cards, then sightings of license plates from different provinces



and gtates. Thereisno way of winning comic books. Instead you trade them, one good one for three or
four of lesser vdue.

At school we make Easter eggs out of construction paper, pink and purple and blue, and stick them onto
the windows. After that it' stulips, and soon there are redl tulips. It seemsto be arule that the paper
things aways appear before the real ones.

Grace produces along skipping rope, and she and Carol teach me how to turn it. Aswe turn, we chant,
in monotonous minor-key Voices.

Salome was a dancer, she did the hoochie kootch;
And when she did the hoochie kootch, she didn’t wear very mooch.

Grace puts one hand on her head, the other on her hip, and wiggles her bum. She does this with perfect
decorum; she' swearing her pleated skirt with the straps over the shoulders. | know Salomeis supposed
to be more like the movie starsin our paper doll books. | think of gauzy skirts, high heelswith starson
the toes, hats covered with fruit and feathers, lifted eyebrows, pencil-thin; gaiety and excess. But Grace
in her pleats and woolen straps can wipe out al that.

Our other gameisbdl. We play it againgt the sdewall of Carol’ s house. We throw our rubber balls up
againg thewall and catch them as they come down, clapping and twirling in time to the chant:

Ordinary, moving, laughing, talking, one hand, the other hand, one foot, the other foot, clap
front, clap back, back and front, front and back, tweedle, twydle, curtsy, salute, and roundabout.

For roundabout you throw the ball and twirl al the way around before catching it. Thisisthe hardest
thing, harder even than the | eft hand.

The sun lastslonger and longer and goes down golden-red. The willow trees drop yellow catkins over
the bridge; the maple keysfal twirling to the s dewalks and we split the sticky seed part and pinch the
keys onto our noses. Theair iswarm, humid, likeinvisible mist. We wear cotton dressesto school, and
cardigans, which we take off walking home. The old treesin the orchard arein flower, white and pink;
we climb up into them, bresthing in their hand lotion smells, or we St in the grass making chains of
dandelions. We unbraid Grace' s hair, which fals down her back in coarse brown ripples, and wind the
chains around her head like acrown. *You' reaprincess,” says Caral, stroking the hair. | take apicture
of Grace and gtick it into my photo abum. There she dits, smiling primly, festooned with blossoms.

Thefield acrossfrom Carol’ s house is sprouting new houses, and in the evenings groups of children, boys
and girlsaike, clamber about insde them, in the fresh wood smell of shavings, walking through wallsthat
don’t yet exigt, climbing ladders where there will soon be stairs. Thisisforbidden.

Carol won't climb to the higher floors because she' s afraid. Grace won't climb either, but not because of
fear: she doesn’t want anybody, any boy, to see her underpants. No girl can wear dacksto school, but
Grace never wearsthem at any time. So the two of them stay on the ground floor while | climb, up and
aong the beams with no ceiling covering them, up again to the attic. | St on thetop floor where thereis
no floor, among theraftersin this house of air, basking in the red-gold sunset, looking down. | don’t think
about falling. | am not yet afraid of heights.

One day someone appearsin the schoolyard with abag of marbles, and the next day everyone hasthem.
The boys desert the boys playground and throng into the common playground in front of the BOY Sand
GIRL S doors;, they need to cometo this side of the playground, because marbles have to be played on a
smooth surface and the boys yard isall cinders.



For marbles you're either the person setting up the target or the person shooting. To shoot you knedl
down, sight, and roll your marble at the target marble like abowling ball. If you hit it you keep it, and
your own marbletoo. If you miss, you lose your marble. If you' re setting up, you st on the cement with
your legs spread open and put a marble on acrack in front of you. It can be an ordinary marble, but
these don’t get many shooters, unless you offer two for one. Usudly the targets are more valuable: cat’s
eyes, clear glasswith abloom of colored petalsin the center, red or yellow or green or blue; puries,
flawlesslike colored water or sapphires or rubies; waterbabies, with underseafilaments of color
suspended in them; metal bowlies; aggies, like marbles only bigger. These exotics are passed from winner
to winner. It' s cheating to buy them; they have to be won.

Those with target marbles cal out the names of their wares: purie, purie, bowlie, bowlie, the
two-syllable words drawn out into a singsong, the voice descending, the way you cal dogs, or children
when they'relost. These cries are mournful, although they aren’t meant to be. | sit that way mysdlf, the
cold marblesralling in between my legs, gath ering in my outspread skirt, calling out cat’s eye, cat’s eye,
in aregretful tone, feeling nothing but avarice and a pleasurable terror.

Thecat’seyesare my favorites. If | winanew onel wait until I'm by mysdlf, then take it out and
examineit, turning it over and over inthelight. The cat’ seyesredly are like eyes, but not the eyes of
cats. They'rethe eyes of something that isn’t known but exists anyway; like the green eye of theradio;
likethe eyes of diensfrom adistant planet. My favorite oneisblue. | put it into my red plagtic purseto
keep it safe. | risk my other cat’s eyesto be shot at, but not this one.

| don't collect many marbles because I’ m not avery good shot. My brother is deadly. He takesfive
common marblesto school with him in ablue Crown Roya Whisky bag and comes back with the bag
and his pockets bulging. He kegps hiswinningsin screw-top Crown preserving jars, donated by my
mother, which he linesup on hisdesk. He never talks about his skill though. Hejust linesup thejars.

One Saturday afternoon he puts al his best marbles—his puries, his waterbabies and cat’ s eyes, hisgems
and wonders—into asinglejar. He takes it down into the ravine somewhere, in under the wooden

bridge, and buriesit. Then he makes an el aborate treasure map of whereit’ s buried, putsit in another jar,
and buriesthat one too. He tells me he' s done these things but he doesn’t say why, or wherethe jarsare
buried.

Chapter 13

Theraw house and its lawn of mud and the mountain of earth beside it recede behind us; | watch them
out of the back window of the car, from where | st jammed in among the boxes of food, the deeping
bags and raincoats. I’'m wearing a blue-striped jersey of my brother’s, aworn pair of corduroy pants.
Grace and Caral stand under the gppletrees, in their skirts, waving; disappearing. They till haveto goto
school; | don't. | envy them. Already the tarry, rubbery travel smell iswrapping itself around me, but |
don't welcomeit. I’'m being wrenched away from my new life, thelife of girls.

| settle back into the familiar perspective, the backs of heads, the ears, and past them the white line of the
highway. We drive up through the meadowy farmlands, with their slosand emsand their smell of cut
hay. The broad-leafed trees become smaller, there are more pines, the air cools, the sky turnsaniicier
blue: we' re heading away from spring. We hit thefirst ridges of granite, the first lakes; there’ ssnow inthe
shadows. | sit forward, leaning my arms on the back of the front seet. | fedl like adog, ears pricked and
iiffing.

The north smdlls different from the city: clearer, thinner. Y ou can seefarther. A sawmill, ahill of sawdust,
the teepee shape of a sawdust burner; the smokestacks of the copper smelters, the rocks around them
bare of trees, burnt-looking, the heaps of blackened dag: I’ ve forgotten about these things al winter, but



herethey are again, and when | seethem | remember them, | know them, | greet them asif they are
home.

Men stand on corners, outside generd stores, outside small banks, outside beer parlors with gray asphalt
shingleson thewals. They havetheir handsin their windbresker pockets. Some have dark,
Indian-looking faces, others are merely tanned. They walk differently from men in the south, dower,
more consdering; they say less and their words are farther apart. My father jingles hiskeys and the
changein his pocketswhile he takswith them. They talk about water levels, the dryness of the forest,
how the fish are biting. “Chewing thefat,” he cdlsit. He comes back to the car with abrown paper bag
of groceries and packsit in behind my feet.

My brother and | stand at the end of aramshackle dock beside along blue craggy lake. It s evening,
with amelon-colored sunset, loons calling in the distance, the drawn-out rising note that soundslike
wolves. We re fishing. There are mosquitoes, but I’ m used to them, | hardly bother to dap them. The
fishing goes on without commentary: a cast, the plop of the lure, the sound of redling in. We watch the
lureto seeif anything isfollowing it. If there safish, we'll do our best to net it, tep oniit to hold it down,
whack it over the head, stick aknifein back of itseyes. | do the stepping, my brother doesthe
whacking, the sticking. Despite his silence heis poised, aert, the corners of his mouth tensed. | wonder if
my eyesare gleaming like his, like someanimd’s, in the pink dusk.

We'reliving in an abandoned logging camp. We deep on our air mattresses, in our deeping bags, in the
wooden bunks where the loggers used to deep. Already the logging camp has afeding of great age
about it, athough it’s only been empty for two years. Some of the loggers have | eft inscriptions, their
names, their initials, intertwined hearts, short dirty words and crude pictures of women, carved or
penciled in the wood of the two-by-fours of thewalls. | find an old tin of maple syrup, thelid rusted shut,
but when Stephen and | get it open the syrupismoldy. | think of this syrup tin asan ancient artifact, like
something dug up out of atomb.

We prowl around among the trees, looking for bones, for hummocksin the earth that could mark
diggings, the outlines of buildings, turning over logs and rocks to see what’ s undernesth them. Wewould
liketo discover alogt civilization. We find abeetle, many small yellow and white roots, atoad. Nothing
humen.

Our father has shed his city clothing, turned back into himself. He has on his old jacket again, hisbaggy
pants, his squashed felt hat with the fishing flies stuck into it. He tromps through the woodsin his heavy
lace-up bacon-greased workboots, with hisax in its leather sheath, usin hiswake. There' s an outbreak
of forest tent caterpillars, the biggest in years: thisiswhat fills him with glee, makes his eyes of agnome
shinein his head like blue-gray buttons. The caterpillars are everywhere in the woods, striped and bristly.
They dangle from the branches on threads of silk, forming ahanging curtain you have to brush out of the
way; they river dong the ground like arug cometo life, they cross roads, turning to greasy mush under
thetires of the logging trucks. The trees around are denuded, asif they’ ve been burnt; webbing sheathes
ther trunks.

“Remember this” our father says. “Thisisaclassic infestation. Y ou won't see an infestation likethisagain
for alongtime.” It'stheway I’ ve heard people talk about forest fires, or the war: respect and
wonderment mixed in with the sense of catastrophe.

My brother stands still and |ets the caterpillars wash up over hisfeet, down on the other side of him, like
awave. “When you were ababy | caught you trying to eat those,” says our mother. *Y ou had awhole
handful, you were squashing them around. Y ou were just about to pop them into your mouth when |
caught you.”



“In some respectsthey’re like one animal,” our father says. He sits at the table made of planks|eft over
from the loggers, eating fried Spam and potatoes. All during thismeal he talks about the caterpillars: their
numbers, their ingenuity, the various methods of defeating them. It' swrong to spray them with DDT and
other insecticides, he says. That merely poisonsthe birds which are their natural enemies, whereas they
themselves, being insects and therefore resourceful, more resourceful than humansin fact, will merely
develop aresistance to the sprays, so al you get is dead birds and more caterpillarslater on. He's
working on something else: agrowth hormone that will throw their systems out of whack and make them
pupate before they’ re supposed to. Premature aging. But in the end, if he were a betting man, he says,
he' d put his money on the insects. The insects are older than people, they have more experience at
surviving, and there are alot more of them than there are of us. Anyway, we'll probably blow oursalves
sky-high before the end of the century, given the atom bomb and the way things are going. The future
belongsto theinsects.

“Cockroaches” my father says. “That'sdl that’ll beleft, once they get through withit.” He saysthis
jovidly, skewering a potato.

| St eating my fried Spam, drinking my milk mixed from powder. What | relish the most are the lumps
that float on the top. I’'m thinking about Carol and Grace, my two best friends. At the sametime| can't
remember exactly what they look like. Did | really sit on the floor of Grace' s bedroom, on her braided
bedside rug, cutting out pictures of frying pans and washing machines from the Eaton’ s Catal ogue and
pasting them into a scrapbook? Already it seemsimplausible, and yet | know | did it.

Out behind the logging camp is a huge cutover where they’ ve taken off the trees. Only the roots and
stumps remain. There' salot of sand out there. The blueberry bushes have come up, asthey do after a
fire: first the fireweed, then the blueberries. We pick the berriesinto tin cups. Our mother pays us a cent
acup. She makes blueberry puddings, blueberry sauce, canned blueberries, bailing thejarsin alarge
canning kettle over the outdoor fire.

The sun beats down, the heat comes wavering up off the sand. | wear a cotton kerchief on my head,
folded into atriangle and tied behind my ears, the front of it damp with sweset. Around usisthe drone of
flies. | try to listen through it, behind it, for the sound of bears. I'm not sure what they would sound like,
but | know that bears like blueberries, and they’ re unpredictable. They may run away. Or they may come
after you. If they come you should lie down and pretend to be dead. Thisiswhat my brother says. Then
they might go away, he says, or they might scoop out your innards. I’ ve seen fish guts, | can picturethis.
My brother finds a bear turd, blue and speckled and human-looking, and pokes agtick into it to see how
freshitis.

In the afternoons, when it’ stoo hot to pick berries, we swim in thelake, in the same water the fish come
out of. I’'m not supposed to go over my depth. The water is gelid, murky; down there, past where the
sand drops away and it’ s deep, there are old rocks covered with dime, sunken logs, crayfish, leeches,
huge pike with undershot jaws. Stephen tells me fish can smell. He saysthey’ |l smdl us, and keep out of
the way.

We sit on the shore, on rocks that poke up from the narrow beach, and toss bits of bread into the water,
seeing what we can entice: minnows, afew perch. We search for flat ssones and skip them, or we
practice burping a will, or we put our mouths against the insdes of our arms and blow to make farting
noises, or we fill our mouths with water and see how far we can spit. In these contests | am not the
winner, | am more like an audience; though my brother does not brag, and would probably do the same
things, by himsdlf, if | weren't there.

Sometimes he writesin pee, on the thin edge of sand or on the surface of the water. He doesthis
methodicdly, asif it'simportant to do it well, the pee arching delicately out from the front of hisswim



trunks, from his hand and its extrafinger, the writing angular, like hisred writing, and ending wayswith
aperiod. He doesn’t write his name, or dirty words, as other boys do, as | know from snowbanks.
Instead he writes: MARS. Or, if he' sfeding up to it, something longer: JUPITER. By the end of the
summer he has done the whole solar system, three times over, in pee.

It sthe middle of September; the leaves are dready turning, dark red, bright yellow. At night when |

wak to the outhouse, in the dark with no flashlight because | can see better that way, the stars are sharp
and crystalline and my breath goes before me. | see my parents, in through the window, sitting beside the
kerosene lamp, and they are like afaraway picture with aframe of blackness. It’' s disquieting to look at
them, in through the window, and know that they don’t know | can seethem. It'sasif | don't exist; or as
if they don't.

When we come back down from the north it’ slike coming down from amountain. We descend through
layersof clarity, of coolness and uncluttered light, down past the last granite outcrop, the last small
raggedy-edged lake, into the thicker air, the dampness and warm heaviness, the cricket noises and
weedy meadow smdlls of the south.

We reach our house in the afternoon. It looks strange, different, asif enchanted. Thistles and goldenrod
have grown up around it, like athorny hedge, out of the mud. The huge hole and the mountain of earth
next door have vanished, and in their place isanew house. How has this happened? | wasn't expecting
such changes.

Grace and Carol are standing among the apple trees, just where | left them. But they don't ook the
same. They don't look at al like the pictures of them I’ ve carried around in my head for the past four
months, shifting picturesin which only afew features sand out. For one thing they’ re bigger; and they
have on different clothes.

They don’t come running over, but stop what they’ re doing and stare, asif we're new people, asif I've
never lived here. A third girl iswith them. | look at her, empty of premonition. I’ ve never seen her before.

Chapter 14

Grace waves. After amoment Carol wavestoo. Thethird girl doesn’t wave. They stand among the
asters and goldenrod, waiting as | go toward them. The apple trees are covered with scabby apples, red
ones and yellow ones; some of the apples have fdlen off and are rotting on the ground. There sa swest,
cidery smell, and the buzz of drunken yellowjackets. The apples mush under my fest.

Grace and Carol are browner, less pasty; their festures are farther apart, their hair lighter. Thethird girl is
thetallest. Unlike Grace and Carol, who arein summer skirts, she wears corduroys and a pullover. Both
Carol and Grace are stubby-shaped, but thisgirl isthin without being fragile: lanky, snewy. She has
dark-blond hair cut in along pageboy, with bangsfaling haf into her greenish eyes. Her faceislong, her
mouth dightly lopsided; something about thetop lip isalittle skewed, asif it' s been cut open and sewn
up crooked.

But her mouth evens out when she smiles. She hasasmilelikeagrown-up's, asif she'slearned it and is
doing it out of politeness. She holds out her hand. “Hi, I’'m Cordelia. And you must be...”

| stare at her. If she were an adult, | would take the hand, shake it, | would know what to say. But
children do not shake handslikethis.

“Elane” Grace says.
| fed shy with Cordelia. I’ ve been riding in the back of the car for two days, deepingin atent; I'm



conscious of my grubbiness, my unbrushed hair. Corddiaislooking past me to where my parents are
unloading the car. Her eyes are measuring, amused. | can see, without turning around, my father’ s old felt
hat, his boots, the stubble on hisface, my brother’ s uncut hair and seedy sweater and baggy knees, my
mother’ sgray dacks, her manlike plaid shirt, her face blank of makeup.

“There sdog poop on your shoe,” Corddiasays.
| look down. “It’sonly arotten apple.”

“It’ sthe same color though, isn't it?” Corddiasays. “Not the hard kind, the soft squooshy kind, like
peanut butter.” Thistime her voiceis confiding, asif she' stalking about something intimate that only she
and | know about and agree on. She creates acircle of two, takesmein.

Corddialivesfarther east than | do, in aregion of houses even newer than ours, with the same
surrounding mud. But her house is not abungalow, it hastwo stories. It has adining room separated by a
curtain which you can pull back to make the living room and the dining room into one big room, and a
bathroom on the ground floor with no bathtub in it which is called the powder room.

The colorsin Cordelia s house are not dark, like those in other houses. They'relight grays and light
greens and whites. The sofa, for instance, is apple-green. There’ s nothing flowered or maroon or velvet.
There sapicture, framed in light gray, of Corddia stwo older Ssters, done in pastels when they were
younger, both wearing smocked dresses, their hair feathery, their eyeslike mist. There arered flowers,
severd different kinds at once, in chunky, flowing vases of Swedish glass. It's Corddiawho tellsusthe
glassis Swedish. Swedish glassisthe best kind, she says.

Corddia s mother arranges the flowers hersdlf, wearing gardening gloves. My own mother doesn’'t
arrange flowers. Sometimes she sticks afew into a pot and puts them on the dinner table, but these are
flowers she picks hersdlf, during her exercise walks, in her dacks, dong theroad or in the ravine. Redlly
they are weeds. She would never think of spending money on flowers. It occursto mefor thefirst time
that we are not rich.

Corddia s mother has acleaning lady. Sheisthe only one of our mothers who has one. The cleaning lady
isnot called the cleaning lady, however. Sheis called the woman. On the days when the woman comes,
we have to stay out of her way.

“The woman before thisone,” Corddiatells us, in ahushed, scanddized voice, “was caught stealing
potatoes. She put her bag down and they rolled out, all over thefloor. It was so embarrassing.” She
meansfor them, not for the woman. “ Of course we had to let her go.”

Corddia sfamily does not eat boiled eggs mushed up in abowl but out of egg cups. Each egg cup hasan
initid onit, onefor each person in the family. There are ngpkin ringstoo, aso with initids. | have never
heard of an egg cup beforeand | can tell Grace hasn't either, by the way she keeps slent about it. Carol
says uncertainly that she hasthem at home.

“After you eat the egg,” Corddiatellsus, “you haveto put a holein the bottom of the shell.”
“Why?" we say.

“So thewitchescan't put out to sea.” She saysthislightly but scornfully, asif only afool would need to
ask. But there' sthe possibility she’ sjoking, or teasing. Her two older ssters have thishabit also. It's
hard to tell when they mean to be taken serioudy. They have an extravagant, mocking way of talking,
which seemslike an imitation of something, only it’sunclear what they’ reimitating.



“I dmogt died” they say. Or, “1 look like the wrath of God.” Sometimesthey say, 1 look like an absolute
hag,” and sometimes, “I look like Haggis McBaggis.” Thisisan ugly old woman they seem to have made
up. But they don't redlly believe they dmost died, or that they look ugly. Both of them are beautiful: one
dark and intense, the other blond and kind-eyed and soulful. Corddiais not beautiful in the sameway.

Corddia stwo older ssters are Perdita and Miranda, but nobody calls them that. They’re called Perdie
and Mirrie. Perdieisthe dark one; shetakes badlet, and Mirrie playsthe viola Theviolaiskept in the
coat closet, and Cordeliatakesit out and showsit to us, lying there mysterious and important in its
velvet-lined case. Perdie and Mirrie make drawling, gentle fun of each other and of themselvesfor doing
these things, but Corddia saysthey are gifted. This sounds like vaccinated, something that’ s done to you
and leavesamark. | ask Corddliaif sheisgifted, but she puts her tongue in the corner of her mouth and
turnsaway, asif she’'s concentrating on something dse.

Corddiaought to be Cordie, but she’ snot. Sheinggts, aways, on being caled by her full name:
Corddlia. All three of these names are peculiar; none of the girls at school have nameslike that. Corddia
saysthey’re out of Shakespeare. She seems proud of this, asthough it’s something we should al
recognize. “It was Mummi€' sidea,” she says.

All three of them cdll their mother Mummie, and speak of her with affection and indulgence, asif shesa
bright but willful child who hasto be humored. She' stiny, fragile, absent-minded; she wears glasseson a
slver chain around her neck and takes painting classes. Some of her paintings hang in the upstairs hal,
greenish paintings of flowers, of lawns, of bottles and vases.

The girls have soun aweb of conspiracy around Mummie. They agree not to tell her certain things.
“Mummieisn’'t supposed to know that,” they remind one another. But they don't like to disappoint her.
Perdie and Mirrietry to do what they like as much asthey can, but without disappointing Mummie.
Corddiaislessagile at this. less able to do what she likes, more disgppointing. Thisiswhat Mummie says
when she' sangry: “1 am disgppointed in you.” If she gets very disappointed, Corddia sfather will be
cdledintoit, and that is serious. None of the girlsjokes or drawlswhen mentioning him. Heislarge,
craggy, charming, but we have heard him shouting, upgtairs.

We gt in the kitchen, avoiding the dust mop of the woman, waiting for Cordeliato come down to play.
She has been disappointing again, she hasto finish tidying her room. Perdie strollsin, her came’ s-hair
coat thrown loosdly, gracefully over one shoulder, her schoolbooks balanced on one hip. “ Do you know
what Cordelia says she wants to be when she grows up?’ she says, in her husky, mock-serious,
confiding voice. “A horsel” And we can't tell at al whether or not it’ strue.

Corddiahas awhole cupboard filled with dress-up costumes: old dresses of Mummi€'s, old shawls, old
sheets you can cut up and drape around yoursalf. These used to be Perdie' sand Mirri€'s, but they’ve
outgrown them. Cordeliawants usto act out plays, with her dining room and its curtain for the stage. She
has an ideathat we'll put these plays on and charge money for them. She turns out the lights, holdsa
flashlight under her chin, laughsin an eerie manner: thisis how such things are done. Cordelia has been to
plays, and even the bdlet, once: Gisdlle, she says, offhand, asif we know. But somehow these plays
never take shape the way she wants them to. Carol giggles and can’t remember what she' s supposed to
say. Grace doesn't like being told what to do, and says she has a headache. Made-up stories don't
interest her unlessthey contain alot of real things: toasters, ironing boards, the wardrobes of movie sars.
Cordelia smelodramas are beyond her.

“Now you kill yourself,” says Cordelia
“Why?" says Grace.



“Because you' ve been deserted,” says Corddlia
“| don't want to,” says Grace. Carol, who is playing the maid, sartsto giggle.

So we merely dress up and then trail down the stairs and out across the newly sodded front lawn, our
shawls dragging behind us, uncertain what’ s supposed to happen next. Nobody wants to take boys
parts because there are no good clothes for them, though from time to time Cordelia draws a mustache
on hersdf with Perdi€ s eyebrow pencil and wraps herself up in an old velvet curtain, in alast-ditch
attempt at plot.

Wewak home from school together, four now instead of three. There' salittle shop on aside street
halfway home where we stop and spend our alowances on penny gumbdls, red licorice whips, orange
Popsicles, sharing everything out equally. There are horse chestnuts in the gutters, wet-looking and
glossy; wefill the pockets of our cardigans with them, uncertain what to use them for. The boys of our
school and the Catholic boys from Our Lady of Perpetua Help throw them at one another, but we would
not do that. They could put out your eye.

The dirt path going down to the wooden footbridge is dry, dusty; the leaves of the treeswhich hang over
it are dull green and worn-out from the summer. Along the edge of the path is athicket of weeds.
goldenrod, ragweed, asters, burdocks, deadly nightshade, its berries red as vaentine candies. Cordelia
saysthat if you want to poison someone thiswould be agood way. The nightshade smells of earth,
damp, loamy, pungent, and of cat piss. Cats prowl around in there, we see them every day, crouching,
squetting, scratching up the dirt, staring out at uswith their yellow eyes asif we re something they're
hunting.

There are empty liquor bottles tossed into this thicket, and pieces of Kleenex. One day wefind a safe.
Cordeliaknowsit’s called asafe, Perdie told her that once, when shewas little and mistook onefor a
balloon. She knowsit’sathing men use, the kind of men we' re supposed to watch out for, though she
doesn’'t know why it's caled that. We pick it up on the end of agtick and examineit: whitish, limp,
rubbery, like something ingde afish. Carol says“Ew.” We carry it furtively back up the hill and shoveit
through a grating in the pavement; it floats down there on the surface of the dark water, pallid and
drowned-looking. Even finding such athing isdirty; even concedingit.

The wooden bridge is more askew, rottener than | remember. There are more places where the boards
havefalen avay. Asarule wewak down the middle, but today Cordeliagoesright to therailing and
leansoniit, looking over. One by one and gingerly wefollow. The stream below is shdlow at thistime of
year; we can see the junk people have dumped into it, the worn-out tires, the broken bottles and rusty
pieces of metd.

Corddiasaysthat because the stream flows right out of the cemetery it's made of dissolved dead people.
Shesaysthat if you drink it or step into it or even get too closeto it, the dead people will come out of the
stream, al covered with mist, and take you with them. She says the only reason this hasn’t happened to
usisthat we re on the bridge and the bridge iswooden. Bridges are safe, over dead people streams like
thisone,

Caral getsfrightened, or actsfrightened. Grace says Corddliaisbeing Slly.
“Try it and see,” says Corddlia. “Go on down there. | dareyou.” But we don't.

| know thisisagame. My mother goes down there for her walks, my brother goes there with other older
boys. They dosh through the culvertsin their rubber boots and swing from trees and from the lower
beams of the bridge. The reason the ravineis forbidden to usis not the dead people but the men. All the
same, | wonder what the dead people would look like. | believe in them and | don’t believe in them, both



a thesametime.

We pick blue and white weed flowers and some of the nightshade berries, and arrange them on burdock
leaves by the side of the path, ahorse chestnut on each. They are pretend medls, but it isn't clear who
they’ refor. When we refinished we walk up the hill, leaving these arrangements behind us, half wreath,
half lunch. Cordelia says we have to wash our hands redlly well because of the deadly nightshade berries,
we have to wash off the poisonousjuice. She says one drop could turn you into azombie.

The next day when we come home from school these flower meals of ours are gone. Probably boys have
destroyed them, it’ s the sort of thing boys destroy; or el se the lurking men. But Cordeliamakes her eyes
wide, lowers her voice, |looks over her shoulder.

“It’ sthe dead people,” she says. “Who ese could it be?’
Chapter 15

When the handbell ringswe line up in front of GIRLS, two by two, holding hands: Carol and me, then
Grace and Cordeliaback behind us because they’ re a grade ahead. My brother is over therein front of
BOY S. During recess he disappearsinto the cinder playground, where last week he had hislip kicked
open during a soccer game and had to have stitches. I’ ve seen the stitches, up close, black thread
surrounded by swollen purple. | admire them. | know about the status conferred by wounds.

Now that I’ ve changed back from pantsto skirts, | have to remember the moves. Y ou can't Sit with your
legs spread gpart, or jump too high or hang upside-down, without ridicule. I've had to relearn the
importance of underwear, which hasaliturgy of itsown:

| see England, | see France,
| can see your underpants.

Ords=

Me no know, me no care,
Me no wear no underwear.

Thisissad by boys, while making faceslike monkeys.

There salot of speculation about underwear, especidly the underwear of the teachers; but only that of
the female teachers. Male underwear is of no importance. There aren’t very many male teachers anyway,
and the few that do exist are ederly; there are no young men, because the war has esten them. The
teachers are mostly women over a certain age, women who aren’'t married. Married women don’t have
jobs, we know this from our own mothers. There' s something strange and laughable about older,
unmarried women.

At recess, Cordelia doles out underwear: lavender frillsfor Miss Pigeon, who' sfat and saccharine; plaid
for Miss Stuart, lace-edged to go with her hankies, red satin long johnsfor Miss Hatchett, who' s over
sixty and wears garnet brooches. We don’t believe any of this underwear actualy exists, but thinking
about itisanasty joy.

My own teacher isMissLumley. It'ssaid that every morning before the bell rings, even in late spring
when it'swarm, she goes to the back of the classroom and takes off her bloomers, which are rumored to
be of heavy navy-blue wool and to smdll of mothbalsand of other, lessdefingblethings. Thisian't
repested as speculation or as part of the underwear invention, but asfact. Severd girlsclaim they’ ve seen
Miss Lumley putting her bloomers on again when they’ ve had to stay in after school, and severd others



say they’ ve seen them hanging in the cloakroom. The auraof Miss Lumley’ s dark, mysterious, repulsive
bloomers clings around her and colorsthe air in which she moves. It makes her more terrifying; but sheis
terrifyinginany case.

My teacher of the year before was kindly but so unmemorable that Cordelia doesn’t even mention her in
the underwear game. She had aface like adinner roll and blancmange-colored skin, and ruled by
wheedling. Miss Lumley rulesby fear. She' s short, and oblong in shape, so that her iron-gray cardigan
fals straight from shoulder to hip with no pause in between for awaist. She dwayswearsthis cardigan,
and asuccession of dark skirts, which can’'t possibly be the same one. She has stedl-rimmed glasses,
behind which her eyes are hard to see, and black shoeswith Cuban hedls, and atiny liplesssmile. She
does not send children to the principa for the strap, but does it herself, in front of the class, holding the
hand out flat, bringing the black rubber strap down in sharp quick efficient strokes, her face white and
quivering, while we waich, wincing, our eyesfilling with involuntary tears. Some girls snivel audibly while
she doesthis, even though sheisn’t doing it to them, but thisisn’t wise: Miss Lumley hates sniveling, and
islikely to say, “I'll give you something to cry about.” Welearn to Sit up straight, eyesfront, faces blank,
both feet on the floor, listening to the whack of rubber on cringing flesh.

Mostly it’sboys who get the strap. They are thought to need it more. Also they fidget, especialy during
sawing. We are supposed to sew pot holders, for our mothers. The boys cannot seem to do thisright;
their stitches arelarge and clumsy, and they stick one another with the needles. Miss Lumley staksthe
aides, whacking their knuckleswith aruler.

The schoolroom is high-ceilinged, yellowy-brown, with blackboards at the front and aong one side and
tall many-paned windows above the radiators on the other side. Over the door to the cloakroom, so that
you fed you' re being watched from behind, there’ s alarge photograph of the King and Queen, the King
with medds, the Queen in awhite balgown and diamond tiara. High wooden desksthat St two, with
danted tops and holesfor inkwells, are arranged in rows. It' slike al the other schoolrooms at Queen
Mary, but it seems darker, possibly because there' sless decoration. Our old teacher brought paper
doiliesto school in her many efforts at appeasement, and her windows were aways crawling with paper
vegetation. But although Miss Lumley observes the seasonsin thisway too, the plants we bring forth
under her glittering sted-rimmed eyes are smdller, shriveled-looking, so that there are never enough of
them to cover the bare spaces of wall and glass. Also, if your fal foliage leaf or your pumpkin is not
symmetrical, Miss Lumley won't put it up. She has standards.

Things are more British than they were last year. Welearn to draw the Union Jack, using aruler and
memorizing the various crosses, for St. George of England, St. Patrick of Irdland, St. Andrew of,
Scotland, St. David of Wales. Our own flag isred and has aUnion Jack in one corner, athough there's
no saint for Canada. We learn to name dl the pink parts of the map.

“The sun never satson the British Empire,” says Miss Lumley, tapping the roll-down map with her long
wooden pointer. In countriesthat are not the British Empire, they cut out children’ stongues, especialy
those of boys. Before the British Empire there were no railroads or postal servicesin India, and Africa
wasfull of triba warfare, with spears, and had no proper clothing. The Indiansin Canadadid not have
the whed or telephones, and ate the hearts of their enemiesin the heathenish bdlief that it would give them
courage. The British Empire changed al that. It brought in eectric lights.

Every morning, after Miss Lumley blows athin metalic note on her pitch pipe, we stand up to sing “ God
SavetheKing.” Wedso sing,

Rule Britannia, Britannia rules the waves;
Britons never, never, never shall be slaves!



Because we re Britons, we will never be daves. But we aren’t real Britons, because we are also
Canadians. Thisisn't quite as good, dthough it hasits own song:

In days of yore, from Britain's shore,
Wolfe, the dauntless hero, came

And planted firm Britannia’ s flag

On Canada’ s fair domain.

Here may it wave, our boast, our pride
And join in love together

The thistle, shamrock, rose entwine
The Maple Leaf forever.

MissLumley’ sjaw quiversin afrightening way when we sing this. Wolfe s name sounds like something
you' d call adog, but he conquered the French. Thisis puzzling, because I’ ve seen French people, there
arelots of them up north, so he couldn’t have conquered dl of them. Asfor maple leaves, they'rethe
hardest part to draw on our red flag. Nobody ever getsthem right.

Miss Lumley brings newspaper clippings about the Royad Family and sticks them to the Side blackboard.
Some of them are old clippings, and show Princess Elizabeth and Princess Margaret Rose, in Girl Guide
uniforms, making radio and other speeches during the Blitz. Thisiswhat we should belike, Miss Lumley
implies. seadfast, loyd, courageous, heroic.

There are other newspaper picturestoo, showing thin-looking children in scruffy clothes, standing in front
of pilesof rubble. These are to remind usthat there are many starving war orphansin Europe, and we
should remember that and eat our bread crusts and potato skins and everything else on our plates,
because wasteisasin. Also we should not complain. We are not redlly entitled to complain, because we
are lucky children: English children got their houses bombed and we did not. We bring our used clothing,
from home, and Miss Lumley tiesit up into brown paper packages and sendsit to England. Thereisn’t
much | can bring, because my mother tears our worn-out clothing up for dusters, but | manage to salvage
apair of corduroy pants, once my brother’s, then mine, now too small, and aViyelashirt of my father's
that got washed wrong by mistake and shrank. It gives me astrange fedling on my skin to think of
someone el se, someonein England, waking around in my clothes. My clothes seem a part of me, even
the ones |’ ve outgrown.

All these things—the flags, the pitch pipe songs, the British Empire and the princesses, the war orphans,
even the Srappings—are superimposed againgt the ominous navy-blue background of MissLumley’s
invishble bloomers. | can't draw the Union Jack or sing “ God Save the King” without thinking about
them. Do they redlly exist, or not? Will | ever bein the classroom when she putsthem on
or—unthinkable—takes them of f?

I’m not afraid of snakes or worms but | am afraid of these bloomers. | know it will be theworse for meif
| ever actudly catch sight of them. They’ re sacrosanct, a the same time holy and deeply shameful.
Whatever iswrong with them may be wrong with me aso, because dthough Miss Lumley isnot what
anyonethinks of asagirl, sheisaso not aboy. When the brass handbell clangs and we line up outside
our GIRL S door, whatever category we are in also includes her.

Four —Deadly Nightshade
Chapter 16

| walk aong Queen Street, past used comic book stores, windows full of crystal eggs and seashells, alot
of sulky black clothing. | wish | were back in Vancouver, in front of the fireplace with Ben, looking out



over the harbor, while the giant dugs munch away at the greenery in the back garden. Fireplaces, back
gardens. | wasn't thinking about them when | used to come down hereto visit Jon, over thewholesde
luggage store. Around the corner was the Maple Leaf Tavern, where | drank draft beer in the dark, two
stoplights away from the art school where | drew naked women and ate my heart out. The Streetcars
rattled the front windows. There are till streetcars.

“l don't wantto go,” | said to Ben.
“Youdon't haveto,” hesad. “Call it off. Come down to Mexico.”

“They’'vegoneto al thetrouble” | said. “Listen, you know how hard it isto get aretrospective
anywhere, if you'refemae?’

“Why isit important?’ hesaid. “Y ou sdl anyway.”

“I haveto go,” | said. “It wouldn't be right.” | was brought up to say please and thank you.
“Okay,” hesaid. “Y ou know what you' redoing.” He gave me ahug.

| wishit weretrue.

Hereis Sub-Versons, between arestaurant supply store and atattoo parlor. Both of thesewill go, in
time: once placeslike Sub-Versons movein, the handwriting’ s on the wall.

| open the gdlery door, walk in with that sinking feding | dways havein gdleries. It’ sthe carpetsthat do
it to me, the hush, the sanctimoniousness of it dl: galeries are too much like churches, there' stoo much
reverence, you fed there should be some genuflecting going on. Also | don't likeit that thisiswhere
paintings end up, on these neutra-toned wals with the track lighting, sterilized, rendered safe and
acceptable. 1t'sasif somebody’ s been around spraying the paintings with air freshener, to kill the smell.
Thesmel of blood onthewall.

Thisgdlery isnot totaly sterilized, there are touches of cutting edge: a heating pipe shows, onewall is
black. I don't give aglance to what' s still on thewalls, | hate those neo-expressionist dirty greensand
putrid oranges, post this, post that. Everything is post these days, asif we'redl just afootnote to
something earlier that was red enough to have aname of itsown.

Severa of my own paintings have been uncrated and are leaning against the wall. They’ ve been tracked
down, requested, gathered in from whoever owns them. Whoever owns them is not me; worse luck, I'd
get a better price now. The owners nameswill be on little white cards beside the paintings, dong with
mine, asif mere ownership ison apar with creation. Which they think it is.

If I cut off my ear, would the market value go up? Better till, stick my head in the oven, blow out my
brains. What rich art collectorslike to buy, among other things, isalittle vicarious craziness.

Face out isapiecel painted twenty years ago: Mrs. Smeath, beautifully rendered in egg tempera, with
her gray hairpin crown and her potato face and her spectacles, wearing nothing but her flowered
one-breast bib gpron. She' sreclining on her maroon velvet sofa, rising to Heaven, which isfull of rubber
plants, while amoon shaped like adoily floatsin the sky. Rubber Plant: The Ascension, it'scaled. The
angdsaround her are 1940s Chritmas stickers, laundered little girlsin white, with rag-set curly hair. The
word Heaven is stenciled at the top of the painting with a child’s school stencil set. | thought that wasa
nifty thing to do, at thetime,

| caught some shit for that piece, as| recdl. But not because of the stencil.



| don't look at thispainting for very long, or a any of them. If | do I'll start finding thingswrong with
them. I’ll want to take an Exacto knife to them, torch them, clear thewalls. Begin again.

A woman gtrides toward me from the back, in amodified blond porcupine haircut, a purple jumpsuit and
green leather boots. | know immediately that | should not have worn this powder-blue jogging outfit.
Powder-blueislightweight. | should’ ve worn nun black, Draculablack, like dl proper femae painters. |
should have some clotted-neck vampire lipstick, instead of wimping out with Rose Perfection. But that
redlly would make melook like Haggis McBaggis. At this age the complexion can't stand those
grape-jely reds, I'd look al white and wrinkly.

But | will tough out the jogging suit, I [l pretend | meant it. It could be iconoclasm, how do they know? A
powder-blue jogging suit lacks pretensions. The good thing about being out of fashionisthat you're
never in fashion either, so you can never belast year’ smode. That’s my excuse for my painting, too; or it
wasfor years.

“Hi,” saysthe woman. “Y ou must be Elaine! Y ou don’t look much like your picture.” What does that
mean, | think: better or worse?“We ve taked alot on the phone. My nameis Charna.” Toronto didn’t
used to have nameslike Charna. My hand gets crunched, thiswoman’s got about ten heavy Slver rings
strung onto her fingerslike knuckle dusters. “\We were just wondering about the order.” There aretwo
more women; each of them looks five times more artigtic than | do. They have abstract art earrings, hair
arrangements. | am feding dowdy.

They’ ve got take-out gourmet sprout and avocado sandwiches and coffee with steamed milk, and we eat
those and drink that while we discuss the arrangement of the pictures. | say | favor achronological
approach, but Charna has other ideas, she wants things to go together tonally and resonate and make
gatements that amplify one another. | get more nervous, thiskind of talk makes metwitch. I'm putting
some energy into silence, resisting the impulseto say | have a headache and want to go home. | should
be grateful, these women are on my sde, they planned thiswhole thing for me, they’re doing mean
honor, they likewhat | do. But still | fed outnumbered, asif they are aspecies of which | amnot a
member.

Jon comes back tomorrow, from Los Angeles and his chain-saw murder. | can hardly wait. We'll
circumvent hiswife, go out for lunch, both of usfeding snesky. But it' smerely acivilized thing to do,
having lunch with an ex-husbhand in acomradely way: agood codato all that smashed crockery and
mayhem. We ve known each other since the year zot; a my age, our age, that’s becoming important.
And from here helooks like relief.

Someone €l se comesin, another woman. “Andreal” says Charna, stalking over to her. “Y ou're late!”
She gives Andrea akiss on the cheek and walks her over to me, holding her arm. “ Andreawantsto do a
piece on you,” she says. “For the opening.”

“I wasn't told about this,” | say. I’ ve been ambushed.

“It came up at the last minute,” says Charna. “Lucky for us! I’ll put you two in the back room, okay? 1’1l
bring you some coffee. Getting the word out, they cal it,” she adds, to me, with awry smile. | dlow
myself to be herded down the corridor; | can still be bossed around by women like Charna

“| thought you would be different,” says Andrea as we sitle.
“Different how?’ | ask.

“Bigger,” shesays.



| smileat her. “1 anbigger.”

Andrea checks out my powder-blue jogging suit. She herself iswearing black, approved, glossy black,
not early-sixties holdover as mine would be. She hasred hair out of a spray can and no gpologies, cut
into acap like an acorn. She' s upsettingly young; to me she doesn’'t look more than a teenager, though |
know she must bein her twenties. Probably she thinks I’ m aweird middle-aged frump, sort of like her
high school teacher. Probably she' s out to get me. Probably she'll succeed.

We st across from each other at Charna s desk and Andrea sets down her cameraand fiddles with her
tape recorder. Andreawrites for anewspaper. “ Thisisfor the Living section,” she says. | know what
that means, it used to be the Women' s Pages. It’ sfunny that they now cdl it Living, asif only women are
alive and the other things, such asthe Sports, are for the dead.

“Living, eh?” | say. “I’m the mother of two. | bake cookies.” All true. Andrea gives me adirty look and
flickson her machine.

“How do you handlefame?’ she says.
“Thisign'tfame” | say. “Fameis Elizabeth Taylor’ s cleavage. Thisstuff isjust amediapimple.”

Shegrinsat that. “Well, could you maybe say something about your generation of artists—your
generation of woman artisss—and their aspirations and goas?’

“Painters, you mean,” | say. “What generation isthat?’

“The seventies, | suppose,” she says. “ That' s when the women’ s—that’ s when you started getting
atention.”

“The seventiesisn't my generation,” | say.

Sheamiles “Wdl,” she says, “what iS?”

“Theforties”

“Theforties?” Thisisarchaeology asfar as she's concerned. “But you couldn’t have been...”
“That waswhen | grew up,” | say.

“Ohright,” shesays. “Y ou mean it was formative. Can you talk about the ways, how it reflectsin your
work?’

“Thecolors,” | say. “A lot of my colorsareforties colors.” I'm softening up. At least she doesn’t say like
and you know al thetime. “The war. There are people who remember the war and people who don'’t.
There' sacut-off point, there’ sadifference.”

“Y ou mean the Vietnam War?’ she says.

“No,” | say coldly. “The Second World War.” Shelooksabit scared, asif I’ ve just resurrected from the
dead, and incompletdly at that. She didn’t know | was that old. “So,” she says. “What isthe difference?’

“We havelong attention spans,” | say. “We eat everything on our plates. We save string. We make do.”

Shelooks puzzled. That'sdl | want to say about the forties. I’ m beginning to swest. | fed asif I'm at the
dentist, mouth gracelesdy open while some stranger with alight and mirror gazes down my throat at
something | can't see.



Brightly and neatly she veers away from the war and back toward women, which was where she wanted
to beinthefirg place. Isit harder for awoman, was | discriminated against, undervalued? What about
having children?| give unhelpful replies: al paintersfed undervaued. You can doit whilethey' rea
school. My husband' s been terrific; he givesmealot of support, some of which has been financid. |
don’t say which husband.

“Soyou don't fed it's sort of demeaning to be propped up by aman?’ she says.
“Women prop up men al thetime,” | say. “What’ swrong with alittle reverse propping?’

What | haveto say isnot atogether what she wantsto hear. She' d prefer stories of outrage, athough
she'd be unlikely to tell them about hersdlf, she' stoo young. Still, people my age are supposed to have
stories of outrage; at least insult, at least put-down. Mae art teachers pinching your bum, calling you
baby, asking you why there are no great femae painters, that sort of thing. She would like meto be
furious, and quaint.

“Did you have any femade mentors?’ she asks.

“Femdewhat?’

“Like, teachers, or other woman painters you admired.”

“Shouldn’t that be mentresses?’ | say nadtily. “ There weren't any. My teacher wasaman.”
“Who wasthat?’ she says.

“Josef Hrbik. Hewas very kind tome,” | add quickly. He d fit the bill for her, but she won't hear that
from me. “He taught me to draw naked women.”

That startles her. “Well, what about, you know, feminism?’ she says. “A lot of people cal you afeminist
panter.”

“What indeed,” | say. “I hate party lines, | hate ghettos. Anyway, I’'m too old to have invented it and
you' re too young to understand it, so what’ sthe point of discussingit at dl?’

“Soit'snot ameaningful classfication for you?’ she says.
“I likeit that women like my work. Why shouldn’t 1?7

“Do men like your work?” she asks dyly. She' s been going through the back files, she' s seen some of
those witch-and-succubus pieces.

“Which men?’ | say. “Not everyone likes my work. It's not because I’m awoman. If they don’t likea
man’ swork it’s not because he' saman. They just don't likeit.” | am on dubious ground, and this
enrages me. My voiceis cam; the coffee seethes within me.

She frowns, diddles with the tape recorder. “Why do you paint al those women then?’

“What should | paint, men?’ | say. “I’m apainter. Painters paint women. Rubens painted women, Renoir
painted women, Pi painted women. Everyone paints women. |s there something wrong with
painting women?’

“But not likethat,” she says.

“Likewhat?’ | say. “ Anyway, why should my women be the same as everyone e s8 swomen?’ | catch



mysdf picking & my fingers, and stop. In aminute my teeth will be chattering like those of cornered mice.
Her voiceis getting farther and farther away, | can hardly hear her. But | see her, very clearly: theribbing
on the neck of her sweater, thefine hairs of her cheek, the shine of abutton. What | hear iswhat sheisn't
saying. Your clothes are stupid. Your art iscrap. St up straight and don’t answer back.

“Why do you paint?’ she says, and | can hear her again as clear asanything. | hear her exagperation,
withmeand my refusas.

“Why does anyone do anything?’ | say.
Chapter 17

Thelight fades earlier; on the way home from school we walk through the smoke from burning leaves. It
rains, and we haveto play insgde. We sit on the floor of Grace' sroom, being quiet because of Mrs.
Smesath’ s bad heart, and cut out rolling pins and frying pans and paste them around our paper ladies.

But Cordeliamakes short work of this game. She knows, ingtantly it seems, why Grace' s house has so
many Eaton’s Catalogues init. It's because the Smeaths get their clothes that way, the whole
family—order them out of the Eaton’ s Catalogue. Thereinthe Girls Clothing section arethe plaid
dresses, the skirtswith straps, the winter coats worn by Grace and her sisters, three colors of them, in
lumpy, serviceable wool, with hoods. Kdly Green, Roya Blue, Maroon. Cordelia manages to convey
that she hersalf would never wear a coat ordered from the Eaton’ s Catalogue. She doesn't say this out
loud though. Like the rest of us, she wantsto stay on the good side of Grace.

She bypasses the cookware, flips through the pages. She turnsto the brassieres, to the elaborately laced
and gusseted corsets—foundation garments, they’ re called—and draws mustaches on the models, whose
flesh looks asif it’s been painted over with athin coat of beige plaster. She pencilshair in, under their
arms, and on their chests between the breasts. She reads out the descriptions, snorting with stifled
laughter: “” Ddightfully trimmed in dainty lace, with extra support for the maturefigure.” That meansbig
bazooms. Look at this—cup sizes Like teacups!”

Breasts fascinate Corddia, and fill her with scorn. Both of her older sisters have them by now. Perdie
and Mirrie st intheir room with itstwin beds and sprigged-mudin flounces, filing their nails, laughing
softly; or they heat brown wax in little potsin the kitchen and take it upstairs to spread on their legs. They
look into their mirrors, making sad faces—"1 look like HaggisMcBaggid It'sthe cursel” Their
wastebaskets smell of decaying flowers.

They tell Corddiathere are some things she stoo young to understand, and then they tell thesethingsto
her anyway. Cordelia, her voice lowered, her eyes big, passes on the truth: the curse iswhen blood
comes out between your legs. We don't believe her. She produces evidence: a sanitary pad, filched from
Perdie’ swastebasket. On it isabrown crugt, like dried gravy. “ That’s not blood,” Grace sayswith
disgugt, and she'sright, it’ s nothing like when you cut your finger. Cordeliaisindignant. But she can
prove nothing.

| haven’t thought much about grown-up women' s bodies before. But now these bodiesarereveded in
their true, upsetting light: dien and bizarre, hairy, squashy, monstrous. We hang around outside the room
where Perdie and Mirrie are pegling the wax off their legswhile they utter yelps of pain, trying to see
through the keyhole, giggling: they embarrass us, although we don’t know why. They know they’re being
laughed at and come to the door to shoo us away. “Corddia, why don’t you and your little friends bug
off!” They smilealittle ominoudy, asif they know aready what isin storefor us. “ Just wait and see,”

they say.
Thisfrightens us. Whatever has happened to them, bulging them, softening them, causing them to walk



rather than run, asif thereé s someinvisible leash around their necks, holding them in check—whatever it
is, it may happen to ustoo. We look surreptitioudly at the breasts of women on the street, of our
teachers, though not of our mothers, that would be too close for comfort. We examine our legs and
underarmsfor sprouting hairs, our chestsfor swellings. But nothing is happening: so far we are safe.

Corddiaturnsto the back pages of the catalogue, where the pictures are in gray and black and there are
crutches and trusses and prosthetic devices. “Breast pumps,” she says. “ Seethis? It' sfor pumping your
titties up bigger, like abicycle pump.” And we don’t know what to believe.

We can't ask our mothers. It's hard to imagine them without clothes, to think of them as having bodies at
all, under their dresses. There' sagreet ded they don’t say. Between us and them isagulf, an abyss, that
goes down and down. It sfilled with wordlessness. They wrap up the garbage in severd layers of
newspaper and tieit with string, and even o it drips onto the freshly waxed floor. Their clothedinesare
strung with underpants, nighties, socks, adisplay of soiled intimacy, which they have washed and rinsed,
plunging their handsinto the gray curdled water. They know about toilet brushes, about toilet seets, about
germs. Theworld isdirty, no matter how much they clean, and we know they will not welcome our
grubby little questions. So instead along whisper runs among us, from child to child, gathering horror.

Corddiasaysthat men have carrots, between their legs. They aren’t redly carrots but something worse.
They’ re covered with hair. Seeds come out the end and get into women’ s somachs and grow into
babies, whether you want it or not. Some men have their carrots pierced and rings set into them asif they
areears.

Corddia s unclear about how the seeds get out or what they’re like. She saysthey’reinvisible, but | think
thiscan’t be so. If there are seeds at dl they must be more like bird seeds, or carrot seeds, long and fine.
Also she can't say how the carrot getsin, to plant the seeds. Belly buttons are the obvious choice, but
there would have to be acut, atear. The whole story is questionable, and the idea that we ourselves
could have been produced by such an act isan outrage. | think of beds, where dl of thisis supposed to
take place: the twin beds at Carol’ s house, dways so tidy, the elegant canopy bed at Cordelia’s, the
dark mahogany-colored bed in Grace' s house, heavily respectable with its crocheted spread and layers
of woolen blankets. Such beds are adenid in themsalves, arepudiation. | think of Carol’ s wry-mouthed
mother, of Mrs. Smeath with her hairpinned crown of graying braids. They would pursetheir lips, draw
themselves up in adignified manner. They would not permit it.

Grace says, “God makes babies,” in that fina way of hers, which meansthereis nothing moreto be
discussed. She smiles her buttoned-up disdainful smile, and we are reassured. Better God than us.

But there are doubts. | know, for instance, alot of things. | know that carrot isnot the right word. I've
seen dragonflies and bestles, flying around, stuck together, one on the back of the other; | know it's
cdled mating. | know about ovipositors, for laying eggs, on leaves, on caterpillars, on the surface of the
water; they’re right out on the page, clearly labeled, on the diagrams of insects my father corrects at
home. | know about queen ants, and about the femal e praying mantises eating the males. None of thisis
much help. I think of Mr. and Mrs. Smesth, stark-naked, with Mr. Smegth stuck to the back of Mrs.
Smesath. Such animage, even without the addition of flight, will not do.

| could ask my brother. But, dthough we ve examined scabs and toe jam under the microscope, dthough
we aren’t worried by pickled ox eyes and gutted fish and whatever can be found under dead logs, putting
this question to him would be inddlicate, perhaps hurtful. | think of JUPITER scrolled onthe sand in his
angular script, by hisextra, dextrousfinger. In Cordelia sverson it will end up covered with hair. Maybe
he doesn’'t know.

Corddiasays boys put their tonguesin your mouth when they kissyou. Not any boys we know, older



ones. She saysthisthe same way my brother says*“dug juice’” or “snot” when Carol’ saround, and Carol
does the same thing, the same wrinkle of the nose, the same wriggle. Grace saysthat Cordeliaisbeing

disgusting.

| think about the spit you sometimes see, downtown, on the sdewalk; or cow’ stonguesin butcher’s
shops. Why would they want to do such athing, put their tonguesin other people’ s mouths? Just to be
repulsive, of course. Just to see what you would do.

Chapter 18

| go up the cdllar sairs, which have black rubber stair treads nailed onto them. Mrs. Smeath is standing
at the kitchen sink in her bib apron. She' sfinished her nap and now she' s upright, getting supper. She's
pedling potatoes, she often pedsthings. The ped falsfrom her large knuckly handsin along pae spiral.
The paring knife she usesisworn so thin its blade is barely more than a crescent moon diver. Thekitchen
issteamy, and smells of marrow fat and stewing bones.

Mrs. Smesath turns and looks a me, a skinless potato in her left hand, the knife in her right. She smiles.
“Grace says your family don’t go to church,” she says. “Maybe you' d like to come with us. To our
church.”

“Yes,” says Grace, who has come up the stairs behind me. And theideais pleasing. I'll have Grace al to
mysaf on Sunday mornings, without Carol or Corddlia. Graceis till the desirable one, the oneweadl
want.

When | tell my parents about this plan they become anxious. “Are you sure you realy want to go?’ my
mother says. When she was young, she says, she had to go to church whether sheliked it or not. Her
father was very drict. She couldn’t whistle on Sundays. “ Areyou redlly sure?”

My father says he doesn't believe in brainwashing children. When you' re grown up, then you can make
up your own mind about religion, which has been responsible for alot of wars and massacresin his
opinion, aswell as bigotry and intolerance. “Every educated person should know the Bible,” he says.
“But she' sonly eight.”

“Almostning” | say.
“Wel,” saysmy father. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

On Sunday | put on the clothes my mother and | have picked out, adress of dark-blue and green wool
plaid, white ribbed stockings that attach with garters onto my stiff white cotton waist. | have more
dressesthan | once had, but | don’t go shopping with my mother to help pick them out, the way Carol
does. My mother hates shopping, nor does she sew. My girls' clothes are secondhand, donated by a
digtant friend of my mother’ swho has alarger daughter. None of these dressesfits me very well; the
hems droop, or the deeves bunch up under my arms. | think thisisthe norm, for dresses. The white
stockings are new though, and even itchier than the brown ones | wear to schoal.

| take my blue cat’ s eye marble out of my red plastic purse and leave it in my bureau drawer, and put the
nicke my mother’ s given mefor the collection plate into my purseingtead. | walk aong the rutted streets
toward Grace' s house, in my shoes; it isn’t timefor boots yet. Grace opens her front door when | ring.
She must have been waiting for me. She has a dress on too and white stockings, and navy-blue bows a
the ends of her braids. Shelooks me over. “ She doesn't have ahat,” she says.

Mrs. Smeath, standing in the halway, consdersme asif I’'m an orphan left on her doorstep. She sends
Grace upstairs to search for another hat, and Grace comes back down with an old one of dark-blue



velvet with an éastic under the chin. It'stoo small for me but Mrs. Smeath saysit will do for now. “We
don’t go into our church with our heads uncovered,” she says. She emphasizes oar, asif there are other,
inferior, bareheaded churches.

Mrs. Smeath hasasister, who is going with usto church. Her nameis Aunt Mildred. She' solder and has
been amissionary in China. She has the same knuckly red hands, the same metal-rimmed glasses, the
same hair crown as Mrs. Smeeth, only hersisal gray, and the hairs on her face are gray too and more
numerous. Both of them have hatsthat ook like packages of felt carelesdy done up, with severd ends
gticking into the air. I" ve seen such hatsin the Eaton’ s Catal ogues of several years back, worn by
modelswith deeked-back hair and high cheekbones and dark-red, glossy mouths. On Mrs. Smeath and
her sster they don’'t have the same effect.

When dl of the Smeaths have their coats and hats on we climb into their car: Mrs. Smeath and Aunt
Mildred in the front, me and Grace and her two little stersin the back. Although | till worship Grace,
thisworship isnot at al physica, and being squashed into the back seet of her car, so closeto her,
embarrasses me. Right in front of my face Mr. Smeath isdriving. Heis short and bald and hardly ever
seen. It' sthe same with Carol’ sfather, with Cordelia s inthe daily life of houses, fathers arelargely
invisble

We drive through the nearly empty Sunday streets, following the Streetcar tracks west. The air insgdethe
car fillswith the used breath of the Smegths, astale smell like dried sdiva The churchislarge and made
of brick; onthetop of it, instead of a cross, there' sathing that looks like an onion and goes around. |

ask about this onion, which may mean something religiousfor dl | know, but Grace saysit’ saventilator.

Mr. Smeath parksthe car and we get out of it and go insde. We St in arow, on along bench made of
dark shiny wood, which Grace saysisapew. Thisisthefirst timel’ve ever beeninsdeachurch. There's
ahigh ceiling, with lights shgped like morning glories hanging down on chains, and aplain gold cross up at
the front with avase of white flowers. Behind that there are three stained-glass windows. The bigges!,
middle one has Jesusin white, with his hands held out sideways and awhite bird hovering over his head.
Underneath it saysin thick black Bible-type |etters with dots in between the words: THE®
KINGDOM«OF+GODeISWITHINeY OU. On the left Side is Jesus Sitting down, Sidewaysin
pinky-red, with two children leaning on hisknees. It says: SUFFERsTHEsLITTLE*CHILDREN. Both
of the Jesuses have halos. On the other sdeisawoman in blue, with no halo and awhite kerchief partly
covering her face. She's carrying abasket and reaching down one hand. There' saman sitting down at
her feet, with what |ooks like a bandage wound around his head. It says:
THE*GREATEST*OFTHESE*ISSCHARITY . Around all these windows are borders, with vines
twining around and bunches of grapes, and different flowers. The windows have light coming in behind
them, which illuminatesthem. | can hardly take my eyes off them.

Then there’ s organ music and everyone stands up, and | become confused. | watch what Grace does,
and stand up when she stands up, sit when she sits. During the songs she holds the hymnbook open and
points, but | don’t know any of the tunes. After awhileit’stimefor usto go to Sunday school, and so we
file out with the other children in aline and go down into the church basement.

At the entrance to the Sunday school place there' s a blackboard, where someone has printed, in colored
chak: KILROY WASHERE. Beside thisisadrawing of aman’s eyes and nose, looking over afence.

Sunday school isin classes, like ordinary school. The teachers are younger though; oursis an older
teenager with alight-blue hat and avell. Our classisdl girls. The teacher reads us a Bible story about
Joseph and his coat of many colors. Then she listens asthe girls recite things they’ re supposed to have
memorized. | St onmy chair, dangling my legs. | haven't memorized anything. Theteacher smilesa me
and says she hopes | will come back every week.



After thisall the different classes go into alarge room with rows of gray wooden benchesinit, likethe
bencheswe eat our lunches on at school. We sit on the benches, the lights are turned off, and colored
dides are projected onto the bare wall at the far end of the room. The dides aren’t photographs but
paintings. They look old-fashioned. Thefirst one shows aknight riding through the forest, gazing upward
to where ashaft of light streams down through the trees. The skin of thisknight is very white, hiseyesare
largelikeagirl’s, and his hand is pressed to where his heart must be, under hisarmor, which lookslike
car fenders. Under hislarge, luminousface | can see the light switches and the top boards of the
wainscoting, and the corner of the smdl piano, whereit juts out.

The next picture has the same knight only smaller, and undernesth him some words, which we sing to the
heavy thumping of chords from the unseen piano:

| would be true, for there are those who trust me,
| would be pure, for there are those who care,

| would be strong, for there is much to suffer,

| would be brave, for there is much to dare.

Besde me, inthe dark, | hear Grace' s voice going up and up, thin and reedy, like abird's. She knows dll
the words, she knew dl the words to her memory passage from the Bible too. When we bend our heads
to pray | red suffused with goodness, | fed included, taken in. God loves me, whoever heis.

After Sunday school we go back into the regular church for thelast part, and | put my nickel on the
collection plate. Then thereis something called the Doxology. Then wewalk out of the church and stuff
back into the Smeaths' car, and Grace says carefully, “Daddy, may we go and seethetrains?’ and the
little girls, with ashow of enthusasm, say, “Yes, yes”

Mr. Smesath says, “Have you been good?” and thelittle girlssay, “Yes, yes’ again.

Mrs. Smesth makes an indeterminate sound. “Oh, dl right,” saysMr. Smeeth to thelittle girls. He drives
the car south through the empty streets, ong the streetcar tracks, past asingle streetcar like agliding
idand, until finally we seetheflat gray lake in the distance, and below us, over the edge of a sort of low
cliff, aflat gray plain covered with train tracks. On this metal-covered plain severd trains are shunting
dowly back and forth. Because it is Sunday, and because thisis evidently aroutine after-church Sunday
event for the Smeaths, | have the idea that the train tracks and the lethargic, ponderoustrains have
something to do with God. It isaso clear to me that the person who redlly wantsto seethe trainsis not
Grace, or any of thelittle girls, but Mr. Smeath himsdlf.

We gt therein the parked car watching the trains until Mrs. Smeath saysthat the dinner will be ruined.
After that we drive back to Grace' s house.

| am invited for Sunday dinner. It' sthefirst time I’ ve ever stayed for dinner at Grace' s. Before dinner
Grace takes me upgtairs so we can wash our hands, and | learn anew thing about her house: you are
only alowed four squares of toilet paper. The soap in the bathroom is black and rough. Grace saysit’'s

tar soap.

The dinner is baked ham and baked beans and baked potatoes and mashed squash. Mr. Smesath carves
the ham, Mrs. Smesath adds the vegetables, the plates get passed around. Grace' slittle Sisterslook at me
through their eyeglasseswhen | sart to edt.

“We say gracein thishouse,” says Aunt Mildred, smiling firmly, and | don’t know what she stalking
about. | look at Grace: why do they want to say her name? But they al bend their heads and put their
hands together and Grace says, “For what we are about to receive may the Lord make ustruly thankful,
Amen,” and Mr. Smeath says, “Good food, good drink, good God, let’ seat,” and winks a me. Mrs.



Smesath says*“Lloyd,” and Mr. Smegath givesasmall, conspiratoria laugh.

After dinner Grace and | sit in the living room, on the velvet chesterfield, the same one Mrs. Smegth
takes her ngpson. I've never sat on it before and fed I’ m Sitting on something reserved, like athrone or
acoffin. We read our Sunday school paper, which hasthe story of Joseph in it and amodern story about
aboy who steals from the collection plate but repents and collects wastepaper and old bottles for the
church, to make reparations. The pictures are black-and-white pen-and-ink drawings, but on thefront is
acolored picture of Jesus, in pastel robes, surrounded by children, al of different colors, brown, yelow,
white, clean and pretty, some holding his hand, others gazing up at him with large worshipful eyes. This
Jesus does not have ahao.

Mr. Smeeth dozesin the maroon easy chair, hisround belly swelling up. From the kitchen comesthe
clatter of slverware. Mrs. Smeath and Aunt Mildred are doing the dishes.

| reach home in the late afternoon, with my red plagtic purse and my Sunday school paper. “ Did you like
it?" says my mother, still with the sameair of anxiety.

“Didyou learn anything?’ saysmy father.

“I haveto memorizeapsdm,” | say importantly. Theword psalm sounds like a secret password. | am a
little resentful. There are things my parents have been keeping from me, things| need to know. The hats,
for instance: how could my mother have forgotten about the hats? God is not an entirdly new ideafor me:
they have him at school in the morning prayers, and even in “ God Save the King.” But it seemsthereis
moreto it, more things to be memorized, more songs to be sung, more nickels to be donated, before he
can betruly appeased. | am worried about Heaven though. What age will | bewhen | get there? What if
I’'m old when | die? In Heaven | want to betheagel am.

| have aBible, onloan from Grace, her second-best. | go to my room and begin to memorize: The
heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork. Day unto day
uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth knowledge.

| still don’'t nave any bedroom curtains. | look out the window, look up: there are the heavens, there are
the stars, where they usudly are. They no longer look cold and white and remote, like acohol and
enamel trays. Now they look watchful.

Chapter 19

Thegirls stand in the schoolyard or up on top of the hill, in small clumps, whispering and whispering and
doing spool work. 1t's now the fashion to have a spool with four nails pounded into one end, and a ball
of woal. Y ou loop the wool over each nail in turn, twice around, and use afifth nail to hook the bottom
loops over the top ones. Out of the other end of the spool dangles around thick wooal tail, which you're
supposed to wind up like aflat snail shell and sew into amat to put the teapot on. | have such a spool,
and so do Grace and Carol, and even Corddia, although her wool isasnarl.

These clumps of whispering girlswith their spools and colored wooal tails have to do with boys, with the
separateness of boys. Each cluster of girls excludes some other girls, but al boys. The boys exclude us
too, but their exclusion is active, they make apoint of it. We don’t need to.

Sometimes | till go into my brother’sroom and lie around on the floor reading comic books, but | never
do thiswhen any other girl isthere. Alonel am tolerated, as part of agroup of girls| would not be. This

goes without saying.
Oncel took boysfor granted, | was used to them. But now | pay more attention, because boys are not



the same. For example, they don't take baths as often as they’ re expected to. They smell of grubby flesh,
of scalp, but aso of |eather, from the knee patches on their breeches, and wool, from the breeches
themselves, which come down only to below the knee, and lace up there like footbal | pants. On the
bottom parts of their legs they wear thick wool socks, which are usualy damp and falling down. On their
heads, outdoors, they wear |eather helmetsthat strap under the chin. Their clothing is khaki, or navy-blue
or gray, or forest green, colorsthat don’t show the dirt as much. All of thishasamilitary fed toit. Boys
pride themsalves on their drab clothing, their drooping socks, their smeared and inky skin: dirt, for them,
isamost as good aswounds. They work at acting like boys. They call each other by their last names,
draw attention to any extra departures from cleanliness. “Hey, Robertson! Wipe off the snot!” “Who
farted?’” They punch one another on the arm, saying, “Got you!” “Got you back!” There aways seem to
be more of them in the room than there actually are.

My brother punches arms and makes remarks about smellslike the rest of them, but he has a secret. He
would never tell it to these other boys, because of the way they would laugh.

The secret isthat he has agirlfriend. Thisgirlfriend is o secret she doesn’'t even know about it hersdlf.
I’'m the only one he' stold, and | have been double-sworn not to tell anyone else. Even when we' reaone
I’m not allowed to refer to her by her name, only by her initids, which are B.W. My brother will
sometimes murmur these initiads when there are other people around, my parents for instance. When he
saysthem he stares a me, waiting for me to nod or give some sign that | have heard and understood. He
writes me notesin code, which heleaveswhere |’ [l find them, under my pillow, tucked into my top
bureau drawer. When | trand ate these notes they turn out to be so unlike him, so lacking in invention, so
moronic in fact, that | can hardly believeit: “Talked to B.W.” “ Saw HER today.” He writesthese notesin
colored pencil, different colors, with exclamation marks. One night there’ safreak early snowfal, andin
the morning when | wake up and look out my bedroom window there are the supercharged initias,
etched in pee on the white ground, aready melting.

| can seethat thisgirlfriend is causing him some anguish, aswell as excitement, but | can’t understand
why. | know who sheis. Her read nameis Bertha Watson, she hangs around with the older girls, up on
the hill under the stunted fir trees. She has straight brown hair with bangs and she' s of ordinary size.
There' sno magic about her that | can see, or any abnormality. I’d like to know how she’ sdoneit, this
trick with my brother that’ s turned him into astupider, more nervousidentica twin of himself.

Knowing this secret, being the only one chosen to know, makes me fed important in away. But it sa
negative importance, it's the importance of ablank sheet of paper. | can know because | don’t count. |
fed sngled out, but dso bereft. Also protective of him, because for thefirst timein my lifel fed
responsible for him. Heisat risk, and | have power over him. It occursto methat | could tell on him, lay
him open to derision; | have that choice. Heisat my mercy and | don't want it. | want him back the way
hewas, unchanged, invincible.

Thegirlfriend doesn't last long. After awhile nothing moreis heard of her. My brother makes fun of me
again, or ignores me; he' s back in charge. He gets a chemistry set and does experiments down in the
basement. Asan obsesson | prefer the chemistry set to the girlfriend. There are things stewing, horrible
ginks, little sulfurous explosions, amazing illusons. There sinvisible writing that comes out when you hold
the paper over acandle. Y ou can make ahard-boiled egg rubbery so it will go into amilk bottle,
athough getting it out againismore difficult. Turn Water to Blood, theingtructions say, and Astound
Your Friends.

He still trades comic books, but effortlesdy, absent-mindedly. Because he cares less about them he
makes better trades. The comic books pile up under his bed, stacks and stacks of them, but he seldom
reads them any more when the other boys aren’t around.



My brother exhausts the chemistry set. Now he has a star map, pinned to thewall of hisroom, and at
night he turns out the lights and sits beside the darkened, open window, in the cold, with his maroon
swester pulled on over his pgamas, gazing skyward. He hasapair of my father’ sbinoculars, which he's
allowed to use as long as he keegps the strap around his neck so he won't drop them. What hereally
wants next is atelescope.

When he dlows meto join him, and when he fedslike talking, he teaches me new names, chartsthe
reference points. Orion, the Bear, the Dragon, the Swan. These are congtellations. Every one of themis
made up of ahuge number of stars, hundreds of times bigger and hotter than our own sun. These stars
arelight-yearsaway, he says. We aren't redly seeing them at dl, we' rejust seeing the light they sent out
years, hundreds of years, thousands of years ago. The stars are like echoes. | st there in my flanndlette
paameas, shivering, the back of my neck hurting from the upward tilt, squinting into the cold and the
infinitely receding darkness, into the black caldron wherethefiery starsboil and boil. Hisstars are
different from the onesin the Bible: they’ rewordless, they flamein an obliterating slence. | fed asif my
body isdissolving and | am being drawn up and up, like thinning migt, into avast emptying space.

“Arcturus,” my brother says. It'saforeign word, onel don’'t know, but I know the tone of his voice:
recognition, completion, something added to aset. | think of hisjars of marblesin the spring, the way he
dropped the marblesinto the jar, one by one, counting. My brother is collecting again; he' s collecting
dars.

Chapter 20

Black cats and paper pumpkins gather on the school windows. On Halloween Grace wears an ordinary
lady’ sdress, Carol afairy outfit, Cordeliaaclown suit. | wear a sheet, because that’ s what thereis. We
walk from door to door, our brown paper grocery bagsfilling with candy apples, popcorn balls, peanut
brittle, chanting at each door: Shell out! Shell out! The witches are out! In the front windows, on the
porches, the large orange heads of the pumpkinsfloat, glowing, unbodied. The next day we take our
pumpkins to the wooden bridge and throw them over the edge, watching them smash open on the ground
below. Now it's November.

Corddliaisdigging ahole, in her back garden where there’ sno sod. She has started severa holes before,
but they have been unsuccessful, they struck rock. This oneis more promising. She digs with apointed
shovel; sometimeswe help her. It isn't asmall hole but alarge, square hole; it gets deeper and deeper as
thedirt piles up around it. She says we can useit for aclubhouse, we can put chairs down in the hole and
st on them. When it’ s degp enough she wantsto cover it over with boards, for aroof. She' s aready
collected the boards, scrap boards from the two new houses they’ re building near her house. She’ svery
wrapped up inthishole, it's hard to get her to play anything else.

On the darkening streets the poppies blossom, for Remembrance Day. They’ re made of fuzzy cloth, red
like vaentine hearts, with ablack spot and a pin through the center. We wear them on our coats. We
memorize a poem about them:

In Flandersfields the poppies blow,
Between the crosses row on row
That mark our place.

At leven o' clock we stand beside our desksin the dust motes of the weak November sunshinefor the
three minutes of slence, MissLumley grim &t the front of the room, heads bowed, eyes closed, listening
to the hush and the rustle of our own bodies and the booming of the gunsin the distance. We are the
dead. | keep my eyes closed, trying to fed pious and sorry for the dead soldiers, who died for us, whose
faces| can’'timagine. | have never known any dead people.



Corddiaand Grace and Carol take me to the deep holein Corddia s backyard. I’ m wearing a black
dress and a cloak, from the dress-up cupboard. I’ m supposed to be Mary, Queen of Scots, headless
aready. They pick me up by the underarms and the feet and lower me into the hole. Then they arrange
the boards over the top. The daylight air disappears, and there’ sthe sound of dirt hitting the boards,
shoveful after shovdful. Insdethe holeit’'sdim and cold and damp and smdllslike toad burrows.

Up above, outside, | can hear their voices, and then | can't hear them. | lie there wondering when it will
be time to come out. Nothing happens. When | was put into the hole | knew it was agame; now | know
itisnot one. | fed sadness, asense of betraya. Then | fed the darkness pressing down on me; then
terror.

When | remember back to thistimein the hole, | can’t really remember what happened to me whilel
wasinit. | can’'t remember what | redly felt. Maybe nothing happened, maybe these emotions |
remember are not the right emotions. | know the others came and got me out after awhile, and the game
or some other game continued. | have no image of mysdlf in the hole; only ablack squarefilled with
nothing, a square like adoor. Perhaps the square is empty; perhapsit’s only amarker, atime marker that
separates the time before it from the time after. The point a which | lost power. Was| crying when they
took me out of the hole? It seemslikely. On the other hand | doubt it. But | can’t remember.

Shortly after this| became nine. | can remember my other birthdays, later and earlier ones, but not this
one. There must have been aparty, my first rea one, because who would have come to the others?
There must have been a cake, with candles and wishes and aquarter and adime wrapped in wax paper
hidden between the layers for someone to chip atooth on, and presents. Cordeliawould have been
there, and Grace and Carol. These things must have occurred, but the only trace they’ ve left on me has
been avague horror of birthday parties, not other people’s, my own. | think of pastdl icing, pink candles
burning in the pale November afternoon light, and there isa sense of shame and failure.

| close my eyes, wait for pictures. | need to fill in the black square of time, go back to seewhat’sinit.

It sasif | vanish at that moment and reappear later, but different, not knowing why | have been changed.
If I could even see the undersides of the boards above my head it might help. | close my eyes, wait for
pictures.

At fird there s nothing; just areceding darkness, like atunnd. But after awhile something beginsto form:
athicket of dark-green leaves with purple blossoms, dark purple, a sad rich color, and clusters of red
berries, tranducent aswater. The vines are intergrown, so tangled over the other plantsthey'relikea
hedge. A smell of loam and another, pungent scent rises from among the leaves, asmdll of old things,
dense and heavy, forgotten. There sno wind but the leaves arein motion, there’ saripple, as of unseen
cats, or asif the leaves are moving by themsdlves.

Nightshade, | think. It'sadark word. There isno nightshade in November. The nightshade isacommon
weed. You pull it out of the garden and throw it away. The nightshade plant is related to the potato,
which accountsfor the smilar shape of the flowers. Potatoes too can be poisonous, if left inthe sunto
turn green. Thisisthe sort of thing it'smy habit to know.

| cantdl it sthe wrong memory. But the flowers, the smell, the movement of the leaves persig, rich,
mesmerizing, desolating, infused with grief.

Five- Wringer
Chapter 21

| leavethe gdlery, walk east. | need to go shopping, get some decent food, organize. When I'm by
mysdf | revert to the timeswhen | would forget about eating, stay up al night working, go until | felt an



odd sensation I’ d identify after some thought as hunger. Then I’ d go through the refrigerator like a
vacuum cleaner, sucking in whatever there was. Leftovers.

Thismorning there were eggs, but there are no more eggs. There’ sno more bread, there’s no more milk.
Why were there eggs and bread and milk in the first place? It must have been astash of Jon's, he must
eat there sometimes. Or could it have been that he got this stuff for me? It'shardly believable.

I will buy oranges, yogurt without the jam. | will have apositive attitude, take care of mysdlf, I'll feed
myself enzymes, and friendly bacteria. These good thoughts carry me until I’ m right downtown.

Thisiswhere Eaton’ s used to be, here on this corner, yellow and foursquare. Now there’ sahuge
building inits place, what they call a shopping complex, asif shopping were apsychic disease. It' sglassy
and be-tiled, green as an iceberg.

Acrossthe street from it isknown territory: Simpsons department store. | know it has afood hal
somewhere. In the plate-glass windows there are heaps of bath towels, overstuffed sofas and chairs,
sheetsin modern prints. | wonder where al this cloth ends up. People cart it away, Stuff it into their
houses: the nesting ingtinct. A less attractive concept if you've ever seen anest up close. Theremust bea
limit to how much cloth you can cram into any one house, but of courseit’s disposable. Y ou used to buy
for quality, thingsthat would last. Y ou kept your clothes until they were part of you, you checked the
hemlines, the way the buttons were sewed on, you rubbed the cloth between your finger and thumb.

The next windows contain disgruntled mannequins, their pelvisesthrust out, their shoulders flung thisway
and that, making them look like hunchbacked ax murderers. | guessthisisthelook now: surly aggression.
Onthe sdewalksthere are alot of androgynes, in the flesh, the girlsin the black lesther jackets and
tough boots of boys, crewcuts, ducktails, the boys with the sullen pouty look of those women on the
front covers of fashion magazines, their hair gelled into quills. At adistance | can't tdll the difference,
though they themsdlves probably can. They make mefed outmoded.

What are they aiming for? Is each an imitation of the other? Or doesit only seem that way to me because
they’redl so darmingly young? Despite their cool posesthey wear their cravings on the outside, like the
suckerson asquid. They want it al.

But | supposethat’ swhat Cordeliaand | looked like then, to older people, crossing the street right here
with our collarsturned up and our eyebrows plucked into sceptical arches, swaggering in our rubber
boots and straining for nonchalance, on our way down to Union Station where the trains camein, to put
our quartersinto the photo machine, four shotsin monochrome, wallet-sized. Cordeliawith acigarettein
the corner of her mouth, her eyelids haf closed, trying for sultry. Ultrasharp.

| revolve through the revolving doors into Smpsons, where | become lost immediately. They’ ve changed
the whole thing over. It used to be sedate wood-rimmed glass counters, with glovesin standard models,
appropriate wrist-watches, accent scarvesin floral prints. Serious-minded good taste. Now it'sa
cosmetic fairground: slver trim, gold pillars, marquee lights, brand-name | etters the size of ahuman head.
Theair is saturated with the stink of perfumes at war. There are video screens on which flawless
complexionsturn, preen, sigh through their parted lips, are caressed. On other screens are close-ups of
skin pores, before and after, details of regimesfor everything, your hands, your neck, your thighs. Y our
elbows, especidly your elbows. aging begins at the elbows and metastasizes.

Thisisreligion. Voodoo and spells. | want to believein it, the creams, the rejuvenating lotions, the
transparent unguentsin vidsthat dick on likeroll-top glue. “Don’t you know what that junk is made of 7’
Ben said once. “Ground-up cock’ s combs.” But thisdoes't deter me, I d use anything if it
worked—dug juice, toad spit, eye of newt, anything a al to mummify mysdlf, stop the drip-drip of time,



stay more or lesstheway | am.

But I own enough of thisdop aready to embam dl of the girlsin my high school graduating class, who
must need it by now asmuch as| do. | stop only long enough to dlow myslf to be sprayed by agirl
giving away free squirts of some venomous new perfume. The femme fatale must be back, Veronica
Lakedinksagain. The suff smellslike grape Kool-Aid. | can’'t imagineit seducing anything but afruit fly.

“Youlikethis?’ | say tothegirl. They must get londly, standing heredl day in their high hed's, spraying
drangers.

“It' sbeen very popular,” she saysevasvely. Briefly | glimpse myself through her eyes: bloom off the
rose, teetering on the brink of matronhood, hoping for the best. | am the market.

| ask her where the food hdll is, and shetellsme. It'sdown. | get on the escalator, but suddenly I’'m
going up. Thisisbad, confusing directionslike that, or am | jumping time, did | go down aready?| get
off, and find myself wading through rack after rack of children’s party dresses. They havethelace
collars, the puffed deeves, the sashes | remember; many of them arein plaid, the authentic somber
blood-lit colors, dark greens with a stripe of red, dark blues, black. Black Watch. Have these people
forgotten history, don’t they know anything about the Scots, don't they know any better than to clothe
smdl girlsin the colors of despair, daughter, treachery and murder? My way of life, new line, Isfall’n
into the sere and yellow leaf. Once we had to memorize things. Still, plaid wasthe fashion in my day
too. The white socks, the Mary Janes, the dways-inadequate birthday present swathed in tissue paper,
and thelittle girlswith their assessing eyes, their dippery deceitful smiles, tartaned up like Lady Macheth.

In the endless time when Cordelia had such power over me, | peded the skin off my feet. | did it at night,
when | was supposed to be deeping. My feet would be cool and dightly damp, smooth, like the skin of
mushrooms. | would begin with the big toes. | would bend my foot up and bite asmal opening in the
thickest part of the skin, on the bottom, aong the outside edge. Then, with my fingernails, which | never
bit because why bite something that didn’t hurt, | would pull the skin off in narrow strips. | would do the
sameto the other big toe, then to the ball of each foot, the hedl of each. | would go down asfar asthe
blood. Nobody but me ever looked a my feet, so nobody knew | was doing it. In the mornings | would
pull my sockson, over my peded feet. It was painful to walk, but not impossible. The pain gave me
something definite to think about, something immediate. It was something to hold on to.

| chewed the ends of my hair, so that there was always one lock of hair that was pointed and wet. |
gnawed the cuticles off from around my fingernails, leaving welts of exposed, oozing flesh which would
harden into rinds and scale off. In the bathtub or in dishwater my fingerslooked nibbled, asif by mice. |
did these things congtantly, without thinking about them. But the feet were more deliberate.

| remember thinking when the girlswere born, first one and then the other, that | should have had sons
and not daughters. | didn't fed up to daughters, | didn’t know how they worked. | must have been afraid
of hating them. With sons | would have known what to do: frog catching, fishing, war sirategies, running
around in the mud. | would have been able to teach them how to defend themselves, and what from. But
theworld of sons has changed; it'smorelikely to be the boys now with that baffled ook, like anight
dweller goneblind in sunlight. “ Stand up for yoursdf likeaman,” 1 would have said. | would have been
on shifty ground.

Asfor thegirls, my girlsat any rate, they seem to have been born with some kind of protective coating,
someimmunity | lacked. They look you inthe eye, level and measuring, they St a the kitchen table and
the air around lights up with their lucidity. They are sane, or so | like to think. My saving graces.

They amaze me, they dways have. When they werelittle | felt | had to protect them from certain things



about mysdlf, the fear, the messier parts of the marriages, the days of nothing. | didn’t want to pass
anything on to them, anything of mine they would be better off without. At thosetimes| would lie onthe
floor in the dark, with the curtains drawn and the door closed. | would say, Mummy has a headache.
Mummy’ s working. But they didn’t seem to need that protection, they seemed to take everything in,
look at it straight, accept everything. “Mummy’ sin therelying on the floor. She'll be fine tomorrow,” |
heard Sarah tell Anne when one was ten and the other was four. And so | wasfine. Such faith, like the
faith in sunrise or the phases of the moon, sustained me. It must be this sort of thing that keeps God

gang.

Who knows what they’ Il make of me later on, who knows what they’ ve aready made of me? 1 would
like them to be the happy end of my story. But of course they are not the end of their own.

Someone comes up behind me, a sudden voice out of thin air. She sartlesme. “May | helpyou?’ It'sa
sdledady, an older woman thistime. Middle-aged. My age, | then think, discouraged. Mine and
Corddias.

I”’m standing among the plaid dresses, fingering adeeve. God knows how long I’ ve been doing it. Have |
been talking out loud? My throat fedstight and my feet hurt. But whatever else may bein store for me, |
do not intend to dide off my trolley tracksin the middle of Simpsons Girlswesr.

“Thefood hall,” | say.

She smiles gently. Sheistired, and | am adisappointment to her, | don’t want any plaid. “ Oh, you need
to beright downgairs,” shesays, “inthecdlar.” Kindly, shedirectsme.

Chapter 22

The black door opens. I'm sitting in the mouse-dropping and forma dehyde smdll of the building, on the
window ledge, with the heat from the radiator going up my legs, watching out the window asthefairies
and gnomes and snowballs below me dog through the drizzle to the tune of “Jngle Bdlls’ played by a
brass band. Thefairieslook foreshortened, damaged, streaked by the dust and rain on the window glass;
my breath makesafoggy circle. My brother isn't here, he'stoo old for it. Thisiswhat he said. | havethe
wholewindow ledge to mysdlf.

On the window |ledge beside mine, Corddiaand Grace and Carol are Sitting, jammed in together,
whispering and giggling. | haveto sit on awindow ledge by mysalf because they aren’t spesking to me.

It' ssomething | said wrong, but | don’t know what it is because they won't tell me. Cordeliasaysit will
be better for me to think back over everything I’ ve said today and try to pick out the wrong thing. That
way | will learn not to say such athing again. When I’ ve guessed the right answer, then they will spesak to
me again. All of thisisfor my own good, because they are my best friends and they want to help me
improve. So thisiswhat I’ m thinking about as the pipe band goes past in sodden fur hats, and the drum
maj orettes with their bare wet legs and red smiles and dripping hair: what did | say wrong?1 can't
remember having said anything different from what | would ordinarily say.

My father walksinto the room, wearing hiswhite lab coat. He sworking in another part of the building,
but he' s cometo check on us. “ Enjoying the parade, girls?’ he says.

“Oh yes, thank you,” Carol says, and giggles. Grace says, “Yes, thank you.” | say nothing. Cordelia gets
down off her windows!l and dides up onto mine, sitting close besde me.

“We reenjoying it extremdly, thank you very much,” she saysin her voice for adults. My parentsthink
she has beautiful manners. She puts an arm around me, gives me alittle squeeze, a squeeze of complicity,
of indruction. Everything will bedl right aslong as| st till, say nothing, reved nothing. | will be saved



then, | will be acceptable once more. | amile, tremulous with rdlief, with gratitude.

But as soon as my father is out of the room Corddiaturnsto face me. Her expression is sad rather than
angry. She shakes her head. “How could you?’ she says. “How could you be so impolite? Y ou didn’t
even answer him. Y ou know what thismeans, don't you? I’'m afraid you' |l have to be punished. What do
you haveto say for yoursdf?” And | have nothing to say.

I’'m standing outside the closed door of Cordelia’ sroom. Cordelia, Grace, and Carol areinside. They’re
having ameeting. The meeting isabout me. | am just not measuring up, athough they are giving me every
chance. | will haveto do better. But better at what?

Perdie and Mirrie come up the gtairs, dong the hall, in their armor of being older. | long to be asold as
they are. They’ rethe only people who have any red power over Cordelia, that | can see. | think of them
asmy dlies; or | think they would be my dliesif they only knew. Knew what? Even to mysdlf | am mute.

“Hello, Elaine,” they say. Now they say, “What’ sthe little game today? Hide-and-seek?’

“I can'ttell,” | answer. They smile a me, condescending and kind, and head toward their room, to do
their toenails and talk about older things.

| lean againgt the wall. From behind the door comes the indistinct murmur of voices, of laughter, exclusve
and luxurious. Cordelid s Mummie drifts by, humming to herself. She’ swearing her painting smock.
There’ sasmudge of gpple-green on her cheek. She smiles at me, the smile of an angd, benign but
remote. “Hello, dear,” shesays. “Youtdl Cordeliathere’ sacookiefor you girls, inthetin.”

“Y ou can comein now,” saysthevoice of Cordeliafrom insde theroom. | look at the closed door, at
the doorknob, at my own hand moving up, asif it'sno longer apart of me.

Thisishow it goes. It' sthe kind of thing girls of this age do to one another, or did then, but I’ d had no
practiceinit. Asmy daughters gpproached this age, the age of nine, | watched them anxioudly. |
scrutinized their fingersfor bites, their fegt, the ends of their hair. | asked them leading questions: “Is
everything dl right, are your friendsal right?” And they looked a me asif they had no ideawhat | was
talking about, why | was so anxious. | thought they’ d give themselves awvay somehow: nightmares,
moping. But there was nothing | could see, which may only have meant they were good at deception, as
good as | was. When their friends arrived at our houseto play, | scanned their facesfor sgns of
hypocrisy. Standing in the kitchen, | listened to their voicesin the other room. | thought | would be able
totdl. Or maybe it was worse. Maybe my daughters were doing this sort of thing themsalves, to
someone else. That would account for their blandness, the absence of bitten fingers, their level blue-eyed

gaze.

Most mothers worry when their daughters reach adolescence, but | was the opposite. | relaxed, | sighed
with relief. Little girlsare cute and smal only to adults. To one another they are not cute. They are
life-gzed.

It turns colder and colder. | lie with my knees up, as closeto my body as | can get them. I'm pedling the
skin off my feet; | can do it without looking, by touch. | worry about what I’ ve said today, the expression
on my face, how | walk, what | wear, because dl of these things need improvement. | am not normd, |
am not like other girls. Cordeliatells me so, but she will help me. Grace and Carol will help metoo. It will
take hard work and along time.

Inthe mornings| get out of bed, put on my clothes, the tiff cotton waist with the garters, theribbed
stockings, the nubbled wool pullover, the plaid skirt. | remember these clothes as cold. Probably they
were cold.



| put my shoes on, over my stockings and my peeled feet.

| go out to the kitchen, where my mother is cooking breskfast. There' sapot with porridgein it, Red
River cereal or oatmed or Cream of Wheat, and a glass coffee percolator. | rest my arms on the edge of
the white stove and watch the porridge, smmering and thickening, the flaccid bubbles coming up out of it
oneat atime and rdeasing their smdl puffs of steam. The porridgeislike boiling mud. | know that when
it comestimeto eat the porridge | will have trouble: my stomach will contract, my handswill get cold, it
will be difficult to swallow. Something tight Sits under my breastbone. But | will get the porridge down
somehow, because it’ srequired.

Or | watch the coffee percolator, which is better because | can see everything, the pinpoint bubbles
gathering under the upside-down glass umbrella, then hesitating, then the column of water shooting
upward through the stem, faling down over the coffeein its metal basket, the drops of coffee dripping
down into the clear water, inking it brown.

Or | maketoast, Sitting at the table where the toaster is. Each of our spoons has a dark-yellow halibut
liver oil capsuleinit, shaped likeasmal footbal. There are the plates, gleaming whitely, and the glasses
of juice. Thetoaster ison asilver heat pad. It has two doors, with aknob at the bottom of each, and a
grid up the center that glows red-hot. When the toast is done on one side | turn the knobs and the doors
open and the toast dides down and turns over, dl by itsdf. | think about putting my finger in there, onto
thered-hot grid.

All of these are ways of delaying time, dowing it down, so | won't have to go out through the kitchen
door. But no matter what | do, and despite mysdlf, | am pulling on my snowpants, wadding my skirt in
between my legs, tugging thick woolen socks on over my shoes, stuffing my feet into boots. Coat, scarf,
mittens, knitted hat, | am encased, | am kissed, the door opens, then closes behind me, frozen air shoots
up my nose. | waddle through the orchard of leafless gpple trees, the legs of my snowpants whisking
against each other, down to the bus stop.

Grace iswaiting there and Carol, and especidly Cordelia. Once I’ m outside the house there is no getting
away from them. They are on the school bus, where Cordelia stands close beside me and whispersinto
my ear: “Stand up straight! People arelooking!” Carol isin my classroom, and it’ s her job to report to
Corddiawnhat | do and say dl day. They'rethere at recess, and in the cdllar at lunchtime. They comment
onthekind of lunch | have, how I hold my sandwich, how | chew. On the way home from school | have
towalk in front of them, or behind. In front is worse because they talk about how I'm walking, how |
look from behind. “Don’t hunch over,” says Corddia. “Don’'t move your aims like that.”

They don't say any of the thingsthey say to meinfront of others, even other children: whatever isgoing
onisgoing on in secret, among the four of usonly. Secrecy isimportant, | know that: to violateit would
be the greatest, theirreparable sin. If | tell | will be cast out forever.

But Cordeliadoesn’t do these things or have this power over me because she' smy enemy. Far fromit. |
know about enemies. There are enemiesin the schoolyard, they yell things at one another and if they're
boysthey fight. In the war there were enemies. Our boys and the boys from Our Lady of Perpetua Help
areenemies. Y ou throw snowbdls a enemies and rgjoice if they get hit. With enemiesyou can fed
hatred, and anger. But Corddiaismy friend. Shelikes me, shewantsto help me, they al do. They are
my friends, my girl friends, my best friends. | have never had any before and I' m terrified of losing them. |
want to please.

Hatred would have been easier. With hatred, | would have known what to do. Hatred is clear, metdlic,
one-handed, unwavering; unlikelove.



Chapter 23
Noneof thisisunrdenting.

On some days Cordeliadecidesthat it's Carol’ sturn to beimproved. | am invited to join Grace and
Cordelia as they walk ahead on the way home from school, with Caral trailing behind, and to think of
things Carol has done wrong. “ Carol isasmarty-pants,” Cordeliasays. At thesetimes| don't pity Caral.
She deserves what' s happening to her, because of dl the times she' s done the same thingsto me. |
rgoicethat it' sher turninstead of mine.

But thesetimesdon't last long. Carol criestoo easily and noisly, she gets carried away with her own
crying. She draws attention, she can’t be depended on not to tell. There' sarecklessnessin her, she can
be pushed just so far, she has aweak sense of honor, she' srdiable only asan informer. If thisis obvious
to me, it must be even more obviousto Cordelia.

Other days appear normal. Cordelia seemsto forget about improving anybody, and | think she may have
given up onit. I’'m expected to behave asif nothing has ever happened. But it' s hard for meto do this,
because | fed I'm aways being watched. At any time | may step over somelinel don't even know is
there.

Last year | was hardly ever home, by mysdlf, after school or on weekends. Now | want to be. | make
excuses 0 | won't haveto go out and play. | fill call it playing.

“I haveto hep my mother,” | say. Thishasaring of truth toit. Girls do haveto help their mothers,
sometimes; Gracein particular hasto help her mother. But it' slesstrue than | would like it to be. My
mother doesn't linger over housework, she' d rather be outside raking up leavesin thefall, shoveling
snow in thewinter, pulling weedsin the spring. When | help her | dow her down. But | dangle around the
kitchen, saying, “Can | help?’ until she gives me aduster and has me dust the scrolled legs of the dining
table, or the edges of the bookcases; or | cut up dates, chop nuts, grease the muffin cups with a corner of
waxed paper torn from the inside wrapper of the Crisco box; or | rinse the wash.

| like rinsing the wash. The laundry room is small and enclosed, secret, underground. On the shelves
there are packages of odd, power-filled substances: laundry starch in white twisted shapeslike bird
droppings, bluing to make the whites look whiter, Sunlight sogp in bars, Javex bleach with a skull and
crosshones on it, reeking of sanitation and death.

The washing machineitsdf istubular white enamel, ahulk on four spindly legs. It dances dowly across
thefloor, chug-lug, chug-lug, the clothes and the sogpy water moving asif boiling duggishly, like cloth
porridge. | watch it, hands on the edge of the tub, chin on hands, my body dragging downward from this
ledge, not thinking about anything. The water turnsgray and | fed virtuous because of dl thedirt that's
coming out. It'sasif | mysdf am doing thisjust by looking.

My job isto run the washed clothes through the wringer into the laundry sink full of clean water and then
into the second laundry sink for the second rinse, and after that into the creaky laundry basket. After that
my mother takes the clothes outs de and hangs them onto the clothedine with wooden clothespins.
Sometimes | do thistoo. In the cold the clothes freeze Hiff, like plywood. One day a smdl neighborhood
boy collects horse buns, from the milk wagon horse, and puts them along the bottom folds of the freshly
washed double-hung white sheets. All sheetsarewhite, al milk comesfrom horses.

The wringer istwo rubber rollers, the color of paeflesh, that revolve around and around, the clothes
sgueezing in between them, water and suds squooshing out likejuice. | roll up my deeves, sand on
tiptoe, rummage in the tub and haul up the sopping underpants and dips and pgamas, which fed like
something you might touch just before you know it's adrowned person. | poke the corners of the clothes



in between the wringers and they are grabbed and dragged through, the arms or the shirts ballooning with
trapped air, suds dripping from the cuffs. I ve been told to be very careful when doing this. women can
get their hands caught in wringers, and other parts of their bodies, such ashair. | think about what would
happen to my hand if it did get caught: the blood and flesh squeezing up my arm like atraveling bulge, the
hand coming out the other Sdeflat asaglove, white as paper. Thiswould hurt alot at first, | know that.
But there' s something compelling about it. A whole person could go through the wringer and come out
flat, neat, completed, like aflower pressed in abook.

“Y ou coming out to play?’ says Corddlia, on our way home from schooal.
“I haveto hdp my mother,” | say.

“Agan?’ says Grace. “How come she does that so much? She never used to doit.” Grace has begun
talking about mein the third person, like one grown-up to another, when Corddiaisthere.

| think of saying my mother issick, but my mother isso obvioudy hedthy | know | won't get away with
this

“Shethinks she' stoo good for us,” says Cordelia. Then, to me: “Do you think you' re too good for us?’
“No,” | say. Thinking you are too good is bad.

“WEe |l come and ask your mother if you can play,” says Cordelia, switching back to her concerned,
friendly voice. “Shewon’'t make you work dl thetime. It isn't fair.”

And my mother smiles and saysyes, asif she's pleased that I’'m so much in demand, and | am pried
away from the muffin cups and the washing machine wringer, expelled into the outsde air.

On Sundays | go to the church with the onion on top of it, crammed into the Smeeths' car with dl the
Smesaths, Mr. Smeath, Mrs. Smeeth, Aunt Mildred, Grace' s younger sisters, whose nodtrilsin the winter
season are forever plugged with yellowy-green snot. Mrs. Smeath seems pleased about this arrangement,
but sheis pleased with hersdlf, for going out of her way, for diplaying charity. She' s not especidly
pleased with me. | can tdll this by the line between her eyebrows when she looks at me, although she
smileswith her closed lips, and by the way she keeps asking whether | wouldn't like to bring my brother
next time, or my parents? | focus on her chest, on her single breast that goes al the way down to her
waist, with her dark-red, black-spotted heart beating within it, gasping in out, in out, out of breath like a
fish on shore, and shake my head, ashamed. My failure to produce these other members of my family
tellsagang me.

| have memorized the names of al the books of the Bible, in order, and the Ten Commandments and the
Lord's Prayer, and most of the Bestitudes. I ve been getting ten out of ten on my Bible quizzes and my
memory work, but I’m beginning to fater. In Sunday school we have to stand up and recite, out loud, in
front of the others, and Grace watches me. She watches everything | do on Sundays, and reports on me,
matter-of-factly, to Corddia

“Shedidn’'t stand up straight in Sunday school yesterday.” Or: * She was agoody-goody.” | believe each
of these comments. my shoulders sag, my spine crumples, | exude the wrong kind of goodness; | see
myself shambling crookedly, | make an effort to stand straighter, my body rigid with anxiety. And it’ strue
that | got ten out of ten, again, and Grace only got nine. Isit wrong to be right? How right should | be, to
be perfect? The next week | put five wrong answers, deliberately.

“Sheonly got five out of ten on Bible,” Grace says on Monday.



“She sgetting stupider,” Cordeliasays. “You aren't redly that stupid. You' |l haveto try harder than
that!”

Today is White Gift Sunday. We have dl brought cans of food from home for the poor, wrapped up in
white tissue paper. Mine are Habitant pea soup and Spam. | suspect they are the wrong things, but
they’ re what my mother had in the cupboard. Theidea of white gifts bothers me: such hard gifts, made
uniform, bleached of their identity and colors. They look dead. Inside those blank, sinister bundles of
tissue paper piled up at the front of the church there could be anything.

Grace and | St on the wooden benchesin the church basement, watching the illuminated dides on the
wadll, snging the words to the songs, while the piano plods onward in the darkness.

Jesus bids us shine

With a pure, clear light,
Likealittle candle
Burning in the night:
Inthisworld is darkness,
So let us shine,

You in your small corner,
And | in mine.

| want to shinelike acandle. | want to be good, to follow instructions, to do what Jesus bids. | want to
believe you should love your neighbors as yourself and the Kingdom of God iswithin you. But dl of this
seemslessand less possible.

Inthe darkness | can see agleam of light, to the side. It' snot acandle: it’ s light reflected back of f
Grace sglasses, from the light on the wall. She knows the words by heart, she doesn't have to look at
the screen. She' swatching me,

After church | go with the Smeaths through the vacant Sunday streets to watch the trains shunting
monotonoudy back and forth dong their tracks, on the gray plain beside theflat 1ake. Then | go back to
their house for Sunday dinner. This happens every Sunday now, it's part of going to church; it would be
very bad if | said no, to either thing.

I’ve learned the way things are done here. | climb the sairs past the rubber plant, not touching it, and go
into the Smesths' bathroom and count off four squares of toilet paper and wash my hands afterward with
the gritty black Smeath soap. | no longer have to be admonished, | bow my head automatically when
Grace says, “For what we are about to receive may the Lord make ustruly thankful, Amen.”

“Pork and beansthe musica fruit, the more you egt, the more you toot,” says Mr. Smesath, grinning round
the table. Mrs. Smeath and Aunt Mildred do not think thisisfunny. Thelittle girlsregard him solemnly.
They both have glasses and white freckled skin and Sunday bows on the ends of their brown wiry braids,
like Grace.

“Lloyd,” saysMrs. Smesth.

“Comeon, it sharmless,” Mr. Smeeth says. Helooks mein the eye. “Elaine thinksit’ s funny. Don't you,
Bane?

| am trapped. What can | say?If | say no, it could be rudeness. If | say yes, | have sded with him,
againg Mrs. Smesth and Aunt Mildred and al three of the Smesth girls, including Grace. | fed mysdlf
turn hot, then cold. Mr. Smeath isgrinning at me, aconspirator’ sgrin.



“I don't know,” | say. Theredl answer isno, because | don't in fact know whét this joke means. But |
can't abandon Mr. Smesath, not entirely. He is a squat, balding, flabby man, but still aman. He does not
judge me.

Grace repests thisincident to Cordelia, next morning, in the school bus, her voice anear whisper. “She
sad shedidn’t know.”

“What sort of an answer wasthat?’ Cordelia asks me sharply. “Either you think it’sfunny or you don’t.
Why did you say "I don’t know* ?*

| tdl thetruth. “1 don’t know what it means.”
“Y ou don’t know what what means?’

“Musicd fruit,” | say. “The moreyou toot.” | am now deeply embarrassed, because | don’t know. Not
knowing istheworst thing | could have done.

Corddliagivesahoot of contemptuous laughter. “Y ou don’'t know what that means?’ she says. “What a
stupe! 1t means fart. Beans make you fart. Everyone knowsthat.”

| am doubly mortified, because | didn’t know, and because Mr. Smeath said fart a the Sunday dinner
table and enlisted me on hisside, and | did not say no. It isn’t the word itself that makes me ashamed.
I’m used to it, my brother and hisfriends say it dl thetime, when there are no adultslistening. It'sthe
word at the Smesath dinner table, stronghold of righteousness.

But inwardly | do not recant. My loyaty to Mr. Smeeth issimilar to my loyaty to my brother: both are on
the side of ox eyeballs, toe jam under the microscope, the outrageous, the subversive. Outrageous to
whom, subversive of what? Of Grace and Mrs. Smesth, of tidy paper ladies pasted into scrapbooks.
Cordelia ought to be on this side too. Sometimes sheis, sometimes sheisn't. It'shard to tell.

Chapter 24

In the mornings the milk isfrozen, the cream riseninicy, granular columns out of the bottle necks. Miss
Lumley bends over my desk, her invisible navy-blue bloomers casting their desolating auraaround her.
On ether sde of her nose the skin hangs down, like the jowls of abulldog; there' satrace of dried spitin
the corner of her mouth. “Y our handwriting is deteriorating,” she says. | look a my pagein dismay. She's
right: the letters are no longer round and beautiful, but spidery, frantic, and disfigured with blots of black
rusty ink where I’ ve pressed down too hard on the stedl nib. “Y ou must try harder.” | curl my fingers
under. | think she’ slooking at the ragged edges of skin. Everything she says, everything | do, is heard

and seen by Carol and will be reported later.

Corddliaisin aplay and we go to watch her. Thisismy first play and | ought to be excited. Instead | am
filled with dread, because | know nothing of the etiquette of play-going and I'm sure I’ ll do something
wrong. The play isat the Eaton’ s Auditorium; the stage has blue curtains with black velvet horizonta
stripes on them. The curtains part to reveal The Wind in the Willows. All the actors are children.
Corddiaisaweasd, but snce she'sin awease costume with aweasd head, it' simpossbleto tell her
gpart from al the other weasdls. | Sit in the plush theater seat, biting my fingers, craning my neck, looking
for her. Knowing she sthere but not knowing where is the worst thing. She could be anywhere.

Theradiofillswith sugary music: “I’'m Dreaming of a White Chrisimas,” “Rudol ph the Red-Nosd
Reindeer,” which we haveto sing in school, standing beside our desks with Miss Lumley tooting on her
pitch pipeto give the note and keeping time with her wooden ruler, the same one she whacks the boys
hands with when they fidget. Rudolph bothers me, because there’ s something wrong with him; but at the



same time he gives me hope, because he ended up beloved. My father says heis anauseating
commercia neologism. “A fool and his money are soon parted,” he says.

We make red bells out of construction paper, folding the paper in haf before cutting out the shape. We
make snowmen the same way. It'sMiss Lumley’ srecipe for symmetry: everything hasto be folded,
everything hastwo halves, aleft and aright, identical.

| go through these festive tasks like adeepwalker. | take no interest in bells or snowmen or for that
matter in Santa Claus, in whom I’ ve ceased to believe, snce Cordeliahastold meit’ sredly just your
parents. There' saclass Christmas party, which consists of cookies brought from home and eaten silently
at our desks, and different-colored jely beans provided by Miss Lumley, five for each child. Miss
Lumley knows what the conventions are and pays her own rigid tributes to them.

For Christmas | get a Barbara Ann Scott doll, which I’ ve said | wanted. | had to say | wanted something
and | didinaway want thisdoll. | haven’t had any girl-shaped dolls before. Barbara Ann Scott isa
famous figure skater, a very famous one. She has won prizes. I' ve studied the pictures of her in the

newspaper.

Thedoll of her haslittle leatherette skates and afur-trimmed costume, pink with white fur, and fringed
eyesthat open and close, but it looks nothing at all like the real Barbara Ann Scott. According to the
pictures she smuscular, with big thighs, but the doll isadender stick. Barbaraisawoman, the doll isa
girl. It hasthe worrying power of effigies, alifdesslifethat fillsmewith cregping horror. | put it back into
its cardboard box and tuck the tissue paper around it, over theface. | say I'm doing thisto keep it safe,
but infact | don’t want it watching me.

Over our chesterfidd there' s abadminton net, festooned acrossthe wall. In the squares of thisnet my
parents have hung their Christmas cards. No one else | know has a badminton net like thison their wall.
Corddia s Chrisgmastreeisnot like others: it's covered in gauzy angd hair, and dl thelightsand
decorations on it are blue. But she can get away with such differences, | can't. | know I’ll be madeto
pay for the badminton net, sooner or later.

We st around the table, eating our Christmas dinner. There'sa student of my father’s, ayoung man from
Indiawho'’s here to study insects and who' s never seen snow before. WEe re having him to Christmas
dinner because he’ sforeign, he' sfar from home, he will belonely, and they don’t even have Chrisgmasin
his country. This has been explained to usin advance by our mother. He' spoliteand ill at ease and he
giggles frequently, looking with what | senseisterror at the array of food spread out before him, the
mashed potatoes, the gravy, the lurid green and red JelI-O sdad, the enormous turkey: my mother has
sad that thefood is different there. | know he’ s miserable, undernesth his smiles and politeness. I'm
developing aknack for this, | can sniff out hidden misery in others now with hardly any effort at al.

My father sitsat the head of the table, beaming like the Jolly Green Giant. Heliftshisglass, hisgnome's
eyestwinkling. “Mr. Banerji, dr,” he says. He dways cdls his students Mr. and Miss. “Y ou can't fly on
onewing.”

Mr. Banerji gigglesand says, “Very true, Sr,” in hisvoice that sounds like the BBC News. Heliftshis
own glassand sps. What isin the glassiswine. My brother and | have cranberry juicein our
wineglasses. Last year or the year before we might have tied our shoelaces together, under the table, so
we could signd each other with secret jerks and tugs, but we' re both beyond this now for different
reasons.

My father ladles out the stuffing, dedlsthe dices of dark and light; my mother adds the mashed potatoes
and cranberry sauce and asks Mr. Banerji, enunciating carefully, whether they have turkeysin his



country. He says he doesn't believe so. | St acrossthe table from him, my feet dangling, staring at him,
enthralled. His spindly wrists extend from his over-large cuffs, his hands are long and thin, ragged around
thenalls, likemine. | think heisvery beautiful, with his brown skin and brilliant white teeth and his dark
gppalled eyes. There sachild these colorsin the ring of children on the front of the Sunday school
missionary paper, yelow children, brown children, dl in different costumes, dancing around Jesus. Mr.
Banerji doesn't have acostume, only ajacket and tie like other men. Nevertheless| can hardly believe
he’ saman, he seems s0 unlike one. He sacreature more like mysdlf: aien and apprehensive. HeE's
afraid of us. He has no ideawhat we will do next, what impossibilitieswe will expect of him, what we will
make him eat. No wonder he bites hisfingers.

“A little off the ternum, sr?” my father asks him, and Mr. Banerji brightens at the word.

“Ah, the sernum,” he says, and | know they have entered together the shared world of biology, which
offersrefuge from the red, awkward world of manners and slenceswe' re Stting in at the moment. Ashe
dicesaway with the carving knife my father indicatesto al of us, but especidly to Mr. Banerji, the areas
where the flight muscles attach, using the carving fork as a pointer. Of course, he says, the domestic
turkey haslogt the ability to fly.

“Meleagris gallopavo,” he says, and Mr. Banerji leansforward; the Latin perks him up. “ A pea-brained
animd, or bird-brained you might say, bred for its ability to put on weight, especidly on the
drumsticks’—he points these out—* certainly not for intelligence. It was originally domesticated by the
Mayans.” Hetdlsastory of aturkey farm where the turkeys dl died because they were too stupid to go
into their shed during athunderstorm. Instead they stood around outside, looking up at the sky with their
beaks Wide open and the rain ran down their throats and drowned them. He saysthisisastory told by
farmers and probably not true, dthough the stupidity of the bird islegendary. He saysthat the wild
turkey, once abundant in the deciduous forestsin these regions, isfar moreintelligent and can elude even
practiced hunters. Alsoit canfly.

| gt picking at my Chrissmas dinner, as Mr. Banerji ispicking at his. Both of us have messed the mashed
potatoes around on our plates without actualy esting much. Wild things are smarter than tame ones, that
much isclear. Wild things are dusive and wily and look out for themsalves. | divide the people | know
into tame and wild. My mother, wild. My father and brother, also wild; Mr. Banerji, wild also, butina
more skittish way. Carol, tame. Grace, tame aswdll, though with sneaky vestiges of wild. Cordelia, wild,
pureand Smple.

“There are no limitsto human greed,” says my father.

“Indeed, Sr?’ says Mr. Banerji, as my father goes on to say that he’ s heard some son of agun isworking
on an experiment to breed aturkey with four drumsticks, instead of two drumsticks and two wings,
because there’ s more mest on adrumstick.

“How would such acresture walk, Sr?’” asks Mr. Banerji, and my father, approving, says, “Wel may
you ask.” Hetdls Mr. Banerji that some darn fool scientists are working on asquare tomato, which will
supposedly pack more easly into crates than the round variety.

“All the flavor will be sacrificed, of course,” he says. “They care nothing for flavor. They bred anaked
chicken, thinking they’ d get more eggs by utilizing the energy saved from feether production, but the thing
shivered so much they had to double-hest the coop, so it cost morein the end.”

“Fooling with Nature, Sr,” says Mr. Banerji. | know aready that thisisthe right response. Investigating
Nature isonething and so isdefending yoursdf againg it, within limits, but fooling with it is quite ancther.

Mr. Banerji says he hearsthereis now anaked cat available, he’ sread about it in amagazine, though he



himsalf does not see the point of it at al. Thisisthe most he has said sofar.

My brother asksif there are any poisonous snakesin India, and Mr. Banerji, now much more at ease,
beginsto enumerate them. My mother smiles, because thisis going better than she thought it would.
Poisonous snakes are fine with her, even at the dinner table, aslong as they make people happy.

My father has esten everything on his plate and isdig ging for more stuffing in the cavity of the turkey,
which resembles atrussed, headless baby. It has thrown off its disguise asamed and hasreveded itsdlf
tomefor what itis, alarge dead bird. I'm eating awing. It' sthe wing of atame turkey, the stupidest bird
intheworld, so stupid it can't even fly any more. | am egting lost flight.

Chapter 25

After Chrismas |’ m offered ajob. Thejob iswheding Brian Finestein around the block in his baby
carriage after school, for an hour or alittle longer if it isn't too cold, one day aweek. For this| get
twenty-five cents, which isalot of money.

The Finesteinslive in the house beside ours, the big house that was built suddenly where the mud
mountain used to be. Mrs. Finestein is short for awoman, plump, with dark curly hair and lovely white
teeth. These show often, as she laughs alot, wrinkling up her nose like a puppy as she doesit, shaking
her head, which makes her gold earringstwinkle. I’ m not sure, but | think these earrings actudly go
through little holesin her ears, unlike any earrings| have ever seen.

| ring the doorbell and Mrs. Finestein opensthe door. “My little lifesaver,” she says. | wait in the
vestibule, my winter boots dripping onto the spread newspapers. Mrs. Finestein, wearing aflowered pink
housecoat and dipperswith high hedlsand red fur, bustles upstairsto get Brian. The vestibule smells of
Brian’s ammonia-soaked digpers, which arein apail waiting to be collected by the digper company. I'm
intrigued by the idea that someone €l se can come and take away your laundry. Mrs. Finestein dways has
abowl of oranges out, on atable up afew steps from the vestibule; no one else leaves orangeslying
around like that when it isn't Christmas. There' s agold-colored candlestick like atree behind the bowl.
These things—the sickly sweet baby shit smdll of the festering digpers, the bowl of oranges and the gold
tree—blend in my mind into an image of ultrasophitication.

Mrs. Finestein clops down the stairs carrying Brian, who is zipped into a blue bunny suit with ears. She
gives him abig kiss on his cheek, joggles him up and down, tucks him into the carriage, snaps up the
waterproof carriage cover. “There, Bry-Bry,” she says. “Now Mummy can hear hersdlf think.” She
laughs, wrinkles her nose, shakes her gold earrings. Her skinisrounded out, milky-smelling. She’ snot
like any mother I’ ve ever seen.

| whedl Brian out into the cold air and we start off around the block, over the crunchy snow whichis
spread with cinders from peopl€’ s furnaces and dotted here and there with frozen horse buns. | can't
figure out how Brian would ever be able to interfere with Mrs. Finestein’ s thinking, because he never
cries. Also he never laughs. He never makes any noises at al, nor doeshe go to deep. Hejust liesthere
in his carriage, gazing solemnly up a mewith hisround blue eyes as his button of a nose gets redder and
redder. | make no attempt to entertain him. But | like him: he’ sslent, but also uncriticd.

When | think it'stime | whed him back, and Mrs. Finestein says, “Don’t tell meit’ sfive o’ clock
aready!” | ask her to give me nickelsinstead of a quarter, because it looks like more. Shelaughsalot at
that, but she doesit. | keep dl my money in an old tin tea caddy with apicture of the desert onit, palm
treesand camds. | liketaking it out and spreading it over my bed. Instead of counting it, | arrange it by
the year that’s stamped on each piece of money: 1935, 1942, 1945. Every coin hasaKing' shead onit,
cut off neatly at the neck, but the Kings are different. The onesfrom before | was born have beards, but



the ones now don't, because it' s King George, the one at the back of the classroom. It gives me an odd
comfort to sort thismoney into piles of cut-off heads.

Brian and | whed around the block, around the block again. It’s hard for meto tell whenit’ san hour
because | don't have awatch. Corddiaand Grace come around the corner up ahead, with Carol trailing.
They see me, walk over.

“What rhymes with Elaine?’ Corddiaasks me. She doesn’t wait for an answer. “Elaineisapain.”

Carol peersinto the baby carriage. “Look at the bunny ears,” she says. “What' shisname?’ Her voiceis
wigtful. | see Brianinanew light. It isn’'t everyone who' salowed to whed ababy.

“Brian,” | say. “Brian Finestein.”
“FinesteinisaJewish name,” says Grace.

| don’t know what Jewish is. I’ ve seen the word Jew, the Bibleisfull of that word, but | didn’t know
therewere any live, red ones, epeciadly next door to me.

“Jaws arekikes,” says Carol, glancing a Corddiafor gpproval.
“Don’t bevulgar,” says Corddlia, in her adult voice. “Kikeis not aword we use.”

| ask my mother what Jewish is. She saysit' sadifferent kind of religion. Mr. Banerji isadifferent kind
of religion aswell, though not Jewish. There are many different kinds. Asfor the Jews, Hitler killed a
great many of them, during the war.

“Why?' | say.
“Hewas demented,” says my father. “A megalomaniac.” Neither of these wordsis much help.
“A bad person,” says my mother.

| whed Brian over the cindery snow, easing him around the potholes. He goggles up at me, his nosered,
histiny mouth unsmiling. Brian hasanew dimengon: heisaJew. Thereissomething extraand alittle
heroic about him; not even the blue ears of his bunny suit can detract from that. Jewish goeswith the
diapers, the orangesin the bowl, Mrs. Finestein’ s gold earrings and her possibly red ear holes, but also
with ancient, important matters. Y ou wouldn't expect to see aJew every day.

Corddiaand Grace and Carol are beside me. “How’ sthe little baby today?’ asks Corddia

“He sfineg” | say guardedly.

“I didn’t mean him, | meant you,” says Cordelia.

“Can | haveaturn?’ asks Carol.

“I can’t,” | tell her. If shedoesit wrong, if she upsets Brian Finestein into asnowbank, it will be my faullt.
“Who wants an old Jew baby anyway,” she says.

“The Jewskilled Chrigt,” says Grace primly. “It'sin the Bible.”

But Jews don't interest Cordeliamuch. She has other things on her mind. “If aman who catchesfishisa
fisher, what's aman who catches bugs?’ she says.



“I don’'t know,” | say.

“You are S0 stupid,” says Corddia. “ That' swhat your father is, right? Go on. Figureit out. It'sredly
ample”

“A bugger,” | say.

“Isthat what you think of your own father?’ Cordeliasays. “He' san entomologist, stupid. Y ou should
be ashamed. Y ou should have your mouth washed out with soap.”

| know that bugger isadirty word, but I don’t know why. Nevertheless | have betrayed, | have been
betrayed. “| naveto go,” | say. Whedling Brian back to Mrs. Finestein’s, | cry silently, while Brian
watches me, expressionless. “ Goodbye, Brian,” | whisper to him.

| tell Mrs. Finestein that | can’t do the job any more because | have too much schoolwork. | can’t tell her
the red reason: that in some obscure way Brian is not safe with me. | have images of Brian headfirsina
snowbank; Brian hurtling in his carriage down theicy hill by the sde of the bridge, Sraight toward the
creek full of dead people; Brian tossed into the air, hisbunny ears flung upwardsin terror. | have only a
limited ability to say no.

“Honey, that’sdl right,” she says, looking into my raw, watery eyes. She puts her arm around me and
gives me ahue and an extranickel. No one has ever called me honey beforethis.

| go home, knowing | havefailed her, and lso mysdlf. Bugger, | think to mysdlf. | say it over and over
until it disappearsinto itsown syllables. Erbug, erbug. It'saword with no meaning, like kike, but it
reeksof ill will, it has power. What have | done to my father?

| take al of Mrs. Finestein’ s King’ s-head nickels and spend them at the store on the way home from
schoal. | buy licorice whips, jely beans, many-layered blackballs with the seed in the middle, packages
of fizzy sherbet you suck up through astraw. | dole them out equally, these offerings, these atonements,
into the waiting hands of my friends. In the moment just before giving, | am loved.

Chapter 26

It's Saturday. Nothing has happened al morning. Iciclesform on the eaves trough above the south
window, dripping in the sunlight with asteady sound like alesk. My mother isbaking in the kitchen, my
father and brother are el sawhere. | eat my lunch done, watching theicicles.

The lunch is crackers and orange cheese and a glass of milk, and abowl of aphabet soup. My mother
thinks of aphabet soup asacheerful treat for children. The alphabet soup haslettersfloating in it, white
letters. capital A’'sand O'sand S'sand R’s, the occasiona X or Z. When | was younger | would fish the
letters out and spdl| things with them on the edge of the plate, or eat my name, letter by letter. Now | just
egt the soup, taking no particular interest. The soup is orangey-red and has aflavor, but the letters
themsdvestaste like nothing.

Theteephonerings. It's Grace. *'Y ou want to come out and play?’ she says, in her neutra voicethat is
at the same time blank and unsoft, like glazed paper. | know Corddiais standing beside her. If | say no, |
will be accused of something. If | say yes, | will havetodoit. | say yes.

“WE |l come and get you,” Grace says.

My stomach fedsdull and heavy, asif it'sfull of earth. | put on my snowsuit and boots, my knitted hat
and mittens. | tell my mother I’'m going out to play. “Don’t get chilled,” she says.



The sun on the snow is blinding. There sacrust of ice over the drifts, where the top layer of snow has
melted and then refrozen. My boots make clean-edged footprints through the crust. There€ sno one
around. | walk through the white glare, toward Grace' shouse. The air iswavery, filled with light,
overfilled; | can hear the pressure of it againgt my eyes. | fed tranducent, like ahand held over aflashlight
or the pictures of jellyfish I ve seen in magazines, floating in the sealike watery flesh baloons.

At the end of the street | can see the three of them, very dark, walking toward me. Their coats ook
amost black. Even their faces when they come closer look too dark, asif they’ re in shadow.

Corddiasays, “We said we would come and get you. We didn’t say you could come here.”
| say nothing.

Grace says, “ She should answer when wetak to her.”

Corddliasays, “What' sthe matter, are you deaf 7’

Their voices sound far away. | turn aside and throw up onto a snowbank. | didn’t meanto do it and
didn’'t know | was going to. | fed sick to my stomach every morning, I'm used to that, but thisisthered
thing, a phabet soup mixed with shards of chewed-up cheese, amazingly red and orange against the white
of the snow, with here and therearuined |etter.

Cordeliadoes't say anything. Grace says, “Y ou better go home.” Carol, behind them, sounds asif she's
goingto cry. Shesays, “It'son her face.” | walk back toward my house, smelling the vomit on the front
of my snow-suit, tasting it in my nose and throat. It fedslike bits of carrot.

| liein bed with the scrub pail beside me, floating lightly on waves of fever. | throw up severd times, until
nothing but alittle green juice comes out. My mother says, “I supposewe Il dl getit,” and she sright.
During the night | can hear hurrying footsteps and retching and thetoilet flushing. | fed safe, amdl,
wrapped in my illness asif in cotton wool .

| begin to be sick more often. Sometimes my mother looksinto my mouth with aflashlight and fedsmy
forehead and takes my temperature and sends me to school, but sometimes I’ m alowed to stay home.
Onthesedays| fed reief, asif I've been running for along time and have reached a place where | can
rest, not forever but for awhile. Having afever is pleasant, vacant. | enjoy the coolness of things, the flat
ginger del’m given to drink, the delicacy of taste, afterward.

| liein bed, propped up on pillows, aglass of water on achair beside me, listening to the faraway sounds
coming from my mother: the eggbegter, the vacuum cleaner, music from the radio, the |akeshore sound of
the floor polisher. Winter sunlight dantsin through the window, between the half-drawn curtains. | now
have curtains. | look at the celling light fixture, opague yelowish glass with the shadows of two or three
dead flies caught insde it showing through asif through cloudy jelly. Or | look at the doorknob.

Sometimes | cut things out of magazines and paste them into ascrapbook with LePage’ s mucilage, from
the bottle that looks like a chess bishop. | cut out pictures of women, from Good Housekeeping, The
Ladies Home Journal, Chatelaine. If | don't liketheir faces | cut off the heads and glue other heads
on. These women have dresses with puffed deeves and full skirts, and white gpronsthat tie very tightly
around their waists. They put germ killers onto germs, in toilet bowls; they polish windows, or clean their
spotty complexionswith bars of soap, or shampoo their oily hair; they get rid of their unwanted odors,
rub hand lotion onto their rough wrinkly hands, hug rolls of toilet paper against their cheeks.

Other pictures show women doing things they aren’t supposed to do. Some of them gossip too much,
some are doppy, others bossy. Some of them knit too much. “Walking, riding, sanding, sitting, Where



she goes, there goes her knitting,” says one. The picture shows awoman knitting on a streetcar, with the
ends of her knitting needles poking into the people beside her and her bal of wool unrolling down the
ailde. Some of the women have aWatchbird beside them, ared and black bird like a child’ s drawing,
with big eyes and stick feet. “ ThisisaWatchbird watching a Busybody,” it says. “ThisisaWatchbird
watching YOU.”

| seethat there will be no end to imperfection, or to doing things the wrong way. Even if you grow up, no
matter how hard you scrub, whatever you do, there will always be some other stain or pot on your face
or stupid act, somebody frowning. But it pleases me somehow to cut out al these imperfect women, with
their forehead wrinkles that show how worried they are, and fix them into my scrapbook.

At noon there' s the Happy Gang, on the radio, knocking at the door.

Knock knock knock.

Who'sthere?

It's the Happy Gang!

Well, come ON IN.!
Keep happy in the Happy Gang way,
Keep healthy, hope you re feeling okay,
Causeif you're happy, and healthy,
The heck with being wealthy,
S0 he happy with the Happy Gang!

The Happy Gang fills me with anxiety. What happensto you if you aren’t hgppy and healthy? They don't
say. They themsalves are dways happy, or say they are; but | can’t believe anyone can be dways happy.
So they must be lying some of thetime. But when? How much of their fake-sounding laughter isredly
fake?

A little later there sthe Dominion Observatory Officid Time Signd: first aseries of outer space beeps,
then silence, then along dash. The long dash means one 0’ clock. Timeispassing; in the silence before
the long dash the future istaking shape. | turn my head into the pillow. | don’t want to heer it.

Chapter 27

Thewinter melts, leaving agrubby scum of cinders, wet paper, soggy old leaves. A huge pile of topsoil
appearsin our backyard, then a pile of rolled-up squares of grass. My parents, in muddy boots and
earth-stained pants, lay them over our mud like bathroom tiles. They pull out couch grass and dandelions,
plant green onions and arow of lettuce. Cats gppear from nowhere, scratching and squatting in the soft,
newly planted earth, and my father throws clumps of dug-up dandelions at them. “Dad-ratted cats,” he

says.

The buds turn yellow, the skipping ropes come out. We stand in Grace' s driveway, beside her dark pink
crab appletree. | turn the rope, Carol turnsthe other end, Grace and Corddiaskip. Welook like girls

playing.
We chant;

Not last night but the night before

Twenty-four robbers come to my back door

And thisiswhat they said.. .to...me!

Lady turn around, turn around, turn around,

Lady touch the ground, touch the ground, touch the ground,;
Lady show your shoe, show your shoe, show your shoe,



Lady, lady, twenty-four skiddoo!

Grace, skipping in the middle, turns around, touches the driveway, kicks up one foot sedately, smiling her
little smile. Sherarely trips.

This chant ismenacing to me. It hints at an obscure dirtiness. Something is not understood: the robbers
and their strange commands, the lady and her gyrations, the tricks she' s compelled to perform, like a
trained dog. And what does “twenty-four skiddoo” mean, at the end of it? |'s she scooted out the door of
her house while the robbers remain inside, free to take anything they like, break anything, do whatever
they want? Or isit the end of her dtogether?| see her dangling from the crab apple tree, the skipping
rope noosed around her neck. | am not sorry for her.

The sun shines, the marbles return, from wherever they’ ve been dl winter. The voices of the childrenrise
inthe schoolyard: purie, purie, bowlie, bowlie, two for one. They sound to melike ghosts, or like
animas caught in atragp: thin wails of exhaugted pain.

We cross the wooden bridge on the way home from school. | am walking behind the others. Through the
broken boards | can see the ground below. | remember my brother burying hisjar full of puries, of
waterbabies and cat’ s eyes, along time ago, down there somewhere under the bridge. Thejar is till
therein the earth, shining in the dark, in secret. | think about myself going down there done despite the
snister unseen men, digging up the treasure, having al that mystery in my hands. | could never find the
jar, because | don’t have the map. But | like to think about things the others know nothing about.

| retrieve my blue cat’s eye from where it sbeen lying al winter in the corner of my bureau drawer. |
examineit, holding it up so the sunlight burnsthrough it. The eye part of it, inddeits crysta sphere, isso
blue, so pure. It slike something frozen in theice. | takeit to school with me, in my pocket, but | don’t
stituptobeshot at. | hold ontoit, rolling it between my fingers.

“What' sthat in your pocket?’ says Corddia
“Nothing,” | say. “It' sonly amarble”

It' s marble season; everyone has marblesin their pockets. Corddialetsit pass. She doesn’t know what
power this cat’ s eye has, to protect me. Sometimes when | have it with me| can seetheway it sees. |
can see people moving like bright animated dolls, their mouths opening and closing but no rea words
coming out. | can look at their shapes and Sizes, their colors, without fegling anything el se about them. |
amdiveinmy eyesonly.

We stay in the city later than we' ve ever stayed before. We stay until school endsfor the summer and the
daylight lasts past bedtime and wet heat descends over the Streets like a steaming blanket. | drink grape
Freshie, which does not taste like grapes but like something you might use to kill insects, and wonder
when we're going to leave for the north. | tell mysdlf it will be never, so | won't be disappointed. But
despitemy cat’seye | know | can't stand to be herein this place much longer. | will burst inward. I’ ve
read in the National Geographic about deegpsea diving and why you have to wear athick metd suit or
theinvisible pressure of the heavy underseawater will crush you like mud in afigt, until you implode. This
istheword: implode. It hasadull final sound toiit, like alead door closing.

| sitin the car, packed into the back seat like aparce. Grace and Cordeliaand Carol are standing
among the apple trees, watching. I hunch down, avoiding them. | don’t want to pretend, to undergo
goodbyes. Asthe car moves away they wave.

We drive north. Toronto is behind us, asmear of brownish air on the horizon, like smoke from a distant
burning. Only now do | turn and look.



The leaves get smaller and yellower, folding back toward the bud, and the air crisps. | see araven by the
side of the road, picking at a porcupine that’ s been run over by acar, itsquillslike ahuge burr, its guts
pink and scrambled like eggs. | see the northern granite rock rising straight up out of the ground with the
road cut throughit. | see araggedy lake with dead trees stuck into the marsh around the edges. A
sawdust burner, afire tower.

Three Indians stland beside the road. They aren’t sdlling anything, no baskets and it’ stoo early for
blueberries. They just stand there asiif they’ ve been doing it for along time. They’ re familiar to me but
only as scenery. Do they see meas| stare at them out of the car window? Probably not. I'm ablur to
them, one more facein acar that doesn’t stop. | have no claim on them, or on any of this.

| gtinthe back seat of the car that smells of gasoline and cheese, waiting for my parents, who are buying
groceries. The car is beside awooden genera store, saggy and weathered gray, stuck together by the
sgnsnailed al over the outside of it: BLACK CAT CIGARETTES, PLAYERS, COCA-COLA. This
isn't even avillage, just awide placein the highway, beside a bridge besde ariver. Once | would have
wanted to know theriver’ s name. Stephen stands on the bridge, dropping pieces of wood upstream,
timing how long it takes them to come out the other Side, calculating the rate of flow. The blackfliesare
out. Some of them arein the car, crawling up the window, jumping, crawling up again. | watch them do
this: | can see their hunched backs, their abdomens like little black-red bulbs. | squash them against the
glass, leaving red smears of my own blood.

I”ve begun to fed not gladness, but relief. My throat isno longer tight, I’ ve stopped clenching my teeth,
the skin on my feet has begun to grow back, my fingers have heded partidly. | can walk without seeing
how I look from the back, talk without hearing the way | sound. | go for long periods without saying
anything at al. | can be free of words now, | can lapse back into wordlessness, | can sink back into the
rhythms of trandence asif into bed.

Thissummer we' rein arented cabin on the north shore of Lake Superior. There are afew other cottages
around, most of them empty; there are no other children. Thelakeis huge and cold and blue and
treacherous. It can sink freighters, drown people. In awind the wavesroll in with the crash of oceans.
Swimming init doesn't frighten meat al. | wade into the freezing water, watching my feet and then my
legs go down into it, long and white and thinner than on land.

There' sawide beach, and to one end of it acolony of boulders. | spend time among them. They're
rounded, like sedls, only hard; they heat up in the sun, and stay warm in the evening when the air cools. |
take pictures of them with my Brownie camera. | give them the names of cows.

Above the beach, on the dunes, there are beach plants, fuzzy mulleins and vetch with its purple flowers
and tiny bitter pegpods, and grassesthat will cut your legs; and behind that the forest, oak and moose
maple and birch and poplar, with balsam and spruce among them. There' s poison ivy sometimes. It' sa
secretive, watchful forest, though hard to get lost in, so close to the shore.

Walking intheforest | find adead raven. It' s bigger than they look dive. | pokeit with agtick, turning it
over, and see the maggots. It smdlslikerat, likerust, and, more strangely, like some sort of food I’ ve
eaten once but can’t remember. It' s black, but not like acolor; morelike ahole. Its beak isdingy,
horn-colored, like old toenails. Its eyes are shriveled up.

I’ve seen dead animals before, dead frogs, dead rabbits, but this raven is deader. It looks at mewith its
shriveled-up eye. | could poke this stick right through it. No matter what | dotoit, it won't fed athing.
No onecan get at it.

It's hard to fish from the shore of thislake. There' s nowhereto stand, no dock. We aren’t allowed out in



aboat by ourselves because of the currents; anyway we have no boat. Stephen is doing other things. He
makes a collection of the boat funnels from the lake freighters, checking them through binoculars. He sets
up chess problems and works them out, or splitskindling, or goesfor long walks by himself with a
butterfly book. Heisn't interested in catching the butterflies and mounting them on aboard with pins, he
just wants to see them, identify them, count them. He writesthem down in alist a the back of the book.

| likelooking at the pictures of butterfliesin hisbook. My favorite is the lunamoth, huge and pae green,
with crescents on the wings. My brother finds one of these, and showsit to me. “Don’'t touch it,” he says.
“Or the dust will come off itswings, and then it can’t fly.”

But | don't play chesswith him. | don't start my own list of boat funnels or butterflies. I'm ceasing to be
interested in games| can’'t win.

Along the edges of the forest, where there' s open sunlight, there are chokecherry trees. Thered
chokecherries ripen and turn tranducent. They’ re so sour they dry up theinside of your mouth. | pick
them into alard pail, then sort out the dead twigs and leaves, and my mother makesjelly from them,
boiling them up, straining the pits out through acloth jely bag, adding sugar. She poursthejdly into hot
jars, capping them with paraffin wax. | count the beautiful red jars. | helped make them. They look

jpoi SONOUS.

Asif I’ ve been given permission | begin to dream. My dreams are brightly colored and without sound.

| dream that the dead raven isdive, only it looks the same, it still looks dead. It hops around and flapsits
decaying wings and | wake up, my heart begting fast.

| dream I’ m putting on my winter clothes, in Toronto, but my dressdoesn't fit. | pull it on over my head
and struggle to get my armsinto the deeves. I'm walking aong the street and parts of my body are
gticking out through the dress, parts of my bare skin. | am ashamed.

| dream that my blue cat’ seyeis shining in the sky like the sun, or like the pictures of planetsin our book
on the solar system. But instead of being warm, it' s cold. It starts to move nearer, but it doesn’t get any
bigger. It sfdling down out of the sky, straight toward my head, brilliant and glassy. It hits me, passes
right into me, but without hurting, except that it's cold. The cold wakes me up. My blankets are on the
floor.

| dream that the wooden bridge over the ravineisfdling gpart. I'm standing on it, the boards crack and
separate, the bridge sways. | walk dong what’ sleft, clinging to therailing, but | can’t get onto the hill
where the other people are standing because the bridge isn’t attached to anything. My mother ison the
hill, but she' stalking to the other people.

| dream I’ m picking the chokecherries off the chokecherry tree and putting them into the lard pail. Only
they aren’t chokecherries. They’re deadly nightshade berries, tranducent, brilliantly red. They’refilled
with blood, like the bodies of blackflies. As| touch them they burst, and the blood runs over my hands.

None of my dreamsis about Corddia.

Our father playstouch tag with us on the beach in the evenings, running lumberingly like abear, laughing
at the sametime, wuff wuff wuff. Penniesand dimesfall out of his pocketsinto the sand. Thelake boats
go dowly by in the distance, their smoke trailing behind them, the sun setsto the left, pink and tranquil. |
look in the mirror over the washbasin: my faceis brown and rounder. My mother smilesa me, inthelittle
kitchen with the woodstove, and hugs me with one arm. She thinks | am happy. Some nights we have
marshmalows, for atrest.



Six —Cat’sEye
Chapter 28

Smpsons Basement used to be bargain clothes and wrenches. Now it’ s resplendent. There are pyramids
of imported chocolates, an ice cream counter, aides and aides of fancy cookies and canned gourmet
food, ticking away like little clocks toward the obsolescence dates stamped on their packages. There's
even an espresso counter. It'sal very world-class down here, where | used to buy chesp nightiesin high
school with my tiny clothes allowance, on sale at that and asizetoo large. I'm overwhelmed by &l the
chocolates. Just looking at them reminds me of Christmas and the sticky fedling after esting too many, the
surfeit and glut.

| Sit at the espresso counter and have a cappuccino, to deal with the inertiathat’s come over me at the
sight of so much sugar-coated sdlf-indulgence. The espresso counter is either fake or rea dark-green
marble; it has a cute canopy over it, someone sideaof Italy, and little swivel stools. The view from here
isthe shoerepair counter, which is not very world-class but is reassuring to me. People still get their
shoesrepaired, despite al this chocolate, they don't just toss them out at the first hint of wear.

| think about the shoes of my childhood, the brown Oxfords scuffed at the toes, half-soled, new-hedled,
thefaling-gpart grubby white running shoes, the brown sandals with two buckles that you wore with
socks. Most shoes were brown. They went with the pot roast done in the pressure cooker along with the
limp carrots and the flaccid potatoes and the onions with their dippery layers. The pressure cooker had a
whistle-shaped thing on the top. If you forgot to pay attention to it the lid would blow off like abomb,
and the carrots and potatoes would be hurled to the ceiling, where they’ d stick like mush. This happened
to my mother once. Luckily shewas not in the kitchen at the time and was not scalded. When she saw
what had happened she did not swear. She laughed, and said, “Wouldn't that take the gold-plated
gingerbread.”

My mother did most of the cooking but it was not her favorite thing. She was not fond of housework
generdly. Inthe steamer trunk in the cdllar, dlong with a cut-velvet evening gown from the twentiesand a
pair of riding jodhpurs, there were severa things made of real slver, ornate sat and pepper shakers,
sugar tongsin the shape of chickens' feet, rose bowls lavish with silver flowers. They were down there,
wrapped in tissue paper and turning black, because otherwise they would have to be polished. Our
knives and forks and spoons had to be polished, with an old toothbrush for the decorations. The scrolled
legs under the dining table were dust catchers, and so were the kinds of objects—doodads, my mother
caled them—other people kept on their mantel pieces. But she liked making cakes, though this may only
be something | prefer to think.

What would | have doneif | had been my mother? She must have redlized what was happening to me, or
that something was. Even toward the beginning she must have noted my silences, my bitten fingers, the
dark scabs on my lipswhere I’ d pulled off patches of the skin. If it were happening now, to achild of my
own, | would know what to do. But then? There were fewer choices, and agreat ded lesswas said.

| once did aseries about my mother. It was six images, six pandls, like adouble triptych or acomic
book, arranged in two groups, three on top, three underneath. Thefirst was my mother in colored pencil,
in her city house kitchen and her late-forties dress. Even she had abib apron, blue flowers with navy
piping, even she wore it, from timeto time. The second image was the samefigurein collage, made from
theillugrationsfromold Ladies Home Journals and Chatelaines, not the photos but the artwork, with
those rancid greens and faded blues and dirty-looking pinks. The third was the same figure, white on
white, the raised parts pipe cleaners contoured side by side and glued onto awhite cloth-covered
backing. Reading across from left to right it looked asif my mother was dowly dissolving, fromred life
into aBabylonian bas-relief shadow.



The bottom set of images went the other way: first the pipe-cleaners, then the sameimagein collage, then
thefina onein full-colored redigtic detail But thistime my mother wasin her dacks and boots and her
man’ s jacket, making chokecherry jam over the outdoor fire. Y ou could read it as a materialization, out
of the white pipe cleaner migt into the solid light of day.

| called the whole series Pressure Cooker. Because of when it was done and what was going onin
those years, some peopl e thought it was about the Earth Goddess, which | found hilariousin view of my
mother’ s didike of housework. Other people thought it was about female davery, othersthat it wasa
gereotyping of women in negative and triviad domegtic roles. But it was only my mother cooking, inthe
ways and places she used to cook, in the late forties.

| made thisright after she died. | suppose | wanted to bring her back to life. | suppose | wanted her
timeless, though there is no such thing on earth. These pictures of her, like everything else, are drenched
intime.

| finish my cappuccino, pay for it, leave atip for the imitation Italian waiter who served it to me. | know |
won't buy any food in the food hall, I’ m too intimidated by it. Ordinarily, or in some other city, | would
not be: | am agrown-up and used to shopping. But how could | find, down here, anything | want right
now?I’ll stop in a some corner store on the way back, some place where they sal milk till midnight and
dightly stale diced white bread. Such stores are run, now, by people the color of Mr. Banerji, or by
Chinese people. They aren’t necessarily any friendlier than the pasty-white people who used to run such
stores, but the genera content of their disgpprova is more easily guessed; though not the details.

| head back up the escdator, into the perfumed fug of the ground floor. The air is bad here, there' stoo
much musk, the overpowering scent of money. | makeit into the open air and wak west, past the
murderous mannequinsin the windows, past the bivavular City Hall.

Ahead of methere’ sabody lying on the sdewalk. People wak around it, look down, look away, keep
going. | seetheir faces coming toward me bearing that careful rearrangement of the features that’ s meant
to say, Thisis none of my business.

When | get up even, | seethat this personisawoman. She'slying on her back, staring straight at me.
“Lady,” shesays. “Lady. Lady.”

That word has been through alot. Noble lady, Dark Lady, she' saredl lady, old-lady lace, Listen lady,
Hey lady watch where you're going, Ladies Room, run through with lipstick and replaced with Women.
But il the final word of apped. If you want something very badly you do not say Woman, Woman, you
say Lady, Lady. Assheissaying now.

| think, What if she’ s bad a heart attack? | look: there's blood on her forehead, not much, but a cut.
She must have hit her head faling. And no on€e' s sopping, and she' slying there on her back, abulky
fifty-odd woman in a poor-person green coat, gabardine, and lamentable shoes al cracked, her arms
outflung. The tanned-looking skin around her brown eyesisred and puffy, her long black and gray hair is
splayed acrossthe sdewalk.

“Lady,” shesays, or something, it'samumble, but she'sgot me now.

| look over my shoulder to seeif anyone elsewill do this, but there are no takers. | kned, say to her,
“Areyou dl right?’ What astupid question, she so obvioudy isn't. Vomit and acohol are around here
somewhere. | have visons of myself taking her for coffee, and then where? | won't be ableto get rid of
her, she'll follow me back to the studio, throw up in the bathtub, deep on the futon. They get me every
time, they can spot me coming, pick me out of the crowd no matter how hard | frown. Sidewalk rap
artists, Moonies, guitar-playing young men who ask me for subway tokens. In the clutch of the helpless|



am helpless.
“She' sonly drunk,” aman saysin passing. What does he mean, only? It' s hell enough.

“Here” | say, “I'll hdpyou up.” Wimp, | tel mysdf. She'll ask you for money and you'll giveit to her,
and she'll spend it on cheap sweet wine. But | have her on her feet now, she'ssumped against me. If |
can lug her over to the nearest wall | can prop her up, dust her off alittle, think how to get away.

“There” | say. But shewon't lean againgt the wal, she' sleaning against me instead. Her breath smells
like abad accident. She' s crying now, the shameless abandoned weeping of achild; her fingers clutch my
deeve

“Don't leave me,” she says. “Oh God. Don't leave me all done.” Her eyes are closed, her voiceis pure
neediness, pure woe. It hits the weakest, most sorrowing part of me; but | am only a surrogate, for who
knows what lack, what loss. There’ snothing | can do.

“Here” | sgy. | fumblein my purse, find aten, crumpleit into her hand, paying her off. I’'m asucker, I'm
ableeding heart. There' sacut in my heart, it bleeds money.

“Blessyou,” she says. Her head rollsfrom side to side, back againgt the wall. “ God bless you lady, Our
Lady blessyou.” It'sadurred blessing, but who'sto say | don't need it? She must be a Catholic. | could
find achurch, dide her in through the door like a packet. She' stheirs, et them deal with her.

“I havetogonow,” | say. “You'll bedl right.” Lying through my teeth. She opens her eyeswide, trying
to focus. Her face goes quiet.

“I know about you,” she says. “You're Our Lady and you don't love me.”

Full-blown booze madness, and absolutely the wrong person. | draw my hand back from her asif she'sa
live socket. “No,” | say. She'sright, | don’t love her. Her eyes are not brown but green. Corddia's.

| walk away from her, guilt on my hands, absolving mysdf: I’m agood person. She could have been
dying. Nobody else stopped.

I’'m afoal, to confuse this with goodness. | am not good.
| know too much to be good. | know mysdif.

| know mysdlf to be vengeful, greedy, secretive and dy.
Chapter 29

We come back in September. In the north the nights are cold and the leaves are beginning to turn, but the
city isdtill hot, till damp. It' sastonishingly noisy and stinks of gasoline and the tar of melting roads. The
arinsgdeour houseis stale and flat, air that’ s been locked up in the heat dl summer. The water’ srusty at
first, coming out of thetaps. | take a bath in the reddish lukewarm water. Already my body is stiffening,
emptying itsdf of feding. Thefutureisclosing on melikeadoor.

Cordelia has been waiting for me. | know this as soon as| see her standing at the school bus stop.
Before the summer she would aternate between kindness and malice, with periods of indifference; but
now she's harsher, morereentless. It'sasif she' sdriven by the urge to see how far she can go. She's
backing me toward an edge, like the edge of acliff: one step back, another step, and I’ll be over and
fdling.



Carol and | arein Grade Five now. We have anew teacher, Miss Stuart. She' s Scottish and has an
accent. “Now gerruls,” she says. She hasalittle bunch of dried heather stuck into ajelly jar on her desk,
and aminiature of Bonnie Prince Charlie who was ruined by the English and whose last nameisthe same
as her own, and abottle of hand lotion in her desk drawer. She cooks this hand lotion hersdlf.

In the afternoons she makes herself acup of tea, which does not smell entirely like teabut of something
esesheputsinto it, out of asmal slver bottle. She has bluish-white hair, beautifully waved, and wears
rustling, silky mauve dresses with alace-edged handkerchief tucked into the deeve. She often hasa
nurse’ swhite gauze mask over her nose and mouth because she' salergic to chak dust. Thisdoesn't
stop her from throwing the blackboard brushes at boyswho aren't paying attention. Although she throws
underhand and not hard, she never misses. After she hitsthe boy he hasto bring the blackboard brush
back to her. The boys don’t seem to resent this habit of hers; they takeit asamark of distinction to get
hit.

Everyoneloves Miss Stuart. Carol sayswe are lucky to bein her class. | would love her too, if | had the
energy. But | am too numb, too enthralled.

| keep my cat’seyein my pocket, where | can hold ontoit. It restsin my hand, vauable asajewd,
looking out through bone and cloth with itsimpartial gaze. With the help of its power | retreat back into
my eyes. Up ahead of me are Cordelia, Grace, and Carol. | look at their shapes as they walk, the way
shadow moves from one leg to another, the blocks of color, ared square of cardigan, ablue triangle of
skirt. They'relike puppets up ahead, small and clear. | could see them or not, at will.

| reach the path to the bridge, start down, past the nightshade vines with their red berries, past the
undulating leaves, the lurking cats. The three of them are aready on the bridge but they’ ve stopped,
they’ rewaiting for me. | look &t the ovas of their faces, the outline of hair around each one. Their faces
are likemoldy eggs. My feet move down the hill.

| think about becoming invisible. | think about eating the deadly nightshade berries from the bushes
beside the path. | think about drinking the Javex out of the skull and crosshones bottle in the laundry
room, about jumping off the bridge, smashing down there like apumpkin, half of an eye, hadf of agrin. |
would come apart like that, | would be dead, like the dead people.

| don't want to do these things, I’ m afraid of them. But | think about Corddiatelling meto do them, not
in her scornful voice, in her kind one. | hear her kind voiceingde my head. Do it. Come on. | would be
doing these thingsto please her.

| consider telling my brother, asking him for help. But tel him what exactly? | have no black eyes, no
bloody nosesto report: Cordeiadoes nothing physical. If it was boys, chasing or teasing, he would
know what to do, but | don’t suffer from boysin thisway. Againg girls and their indirectness, their
whisperings, hewould be helpless.

Also I'm ashamed. I'm afraid he'll laugh a me, he!ll despise mefor being, asissy about abunch of girls,
for making afuss about nothing.

I’min the kitchen, greasing muffin tinsfor my mother. | see the patternsthe grease leaveson the metd, |
see the moons of my nails, the raggedy flesh. My fingers go around and around.

My mother makes the batter for the muffins, measuring the salt, sifting the flour. The sifter soundsdry,
like sandpaper. “Y ou don’t have to play with them,” my mother says. “ There must be other little girls you
can play with instead.”

| look at her. Misery washes over melike adow wind. What has she noticed, what has she guessed,



what is she about to do? She might tell their mothers. Thiswould be the worst thing she could do. Also |
can'timagineit. My mother is not like the other mothers, she doesn't fit in with the idea of them. She
does not inhabit the house, the way the other mothers do; she' sairy and hard to pin down. The others
don’t go skating on the neighborhood rink, or walk in the ravine by themsalves. They seemto me
grown-up in away that my own mother isnot. | think of Carol’s mother in her twin set, her skeptical
amile, Corddia swith her glasses on achain and her vagueness, Grace' s and her hairpins and drooping
apron. My mother will turn up on their doorsteps, wearing dacks, carrying abouquet of weeds,
incongruous. They won't believe her.

“When | waslittle and the kids called names, we used to say, ” Sticks and stones will break my bones but
nameswill never hurt me*” she says. Her arm goes vigoroudy around, mixing, efficient and strong.

“They don't cal menames” | say. “They’remy friends.” | believethis.

“Y ou haveto learn to stand up for yoursdf,” says my mother. “Don’t let them push you around. Don't be
pineless. Y ou have to have more backbone.” She dollops the batter into thetins.

| think of sardines and their backbones. Y ou can egt their backbones. The bones crumble between your
teeth; one touch and they fall gpart. This must be what my own backboneislike: hardly thereat al. What
is happening to meismy own fault, for not having more backbone.

My mother sets down the bowl and puts her arms around me. “1 wish | knew what to do,” she says. This
isaconfesson. Now | know what I’ ve been suspecting: asfar asthisthing is concerned, sheis

powerless.

| know that muffins have to be baked right away, right after they’ ve been ladled out, or they’ |l beflat and
ruined. | can't afford the distraction of comfort. If | giveintoit, whét little backbone | have left will
crumble away to nothing.

| pull away from her. “They need to go into the oven,” | say.
Chapter 30

Corddiabringsamirror to school. It'sapocket mirror, the small plain oblong kind without any rim. She
takesit out of her pocket and holds the mirror up in front of me and says, “L ook at yoursdlf! Just look!”
Her voiceisdisgusted, fed up, asif my face, dl by itsalf, has been up to something, has gonetoo far. |
look into the mirror but | don’t see anything out of the ordinary. It' sjust my face, with the dark blotches
on thelipswhere I’ ve bitten off the skin.

My parents have bridge parties. They push the furniture in the living room to the wals and unfold two
metd bridge tables and eight bridge chairs. In the middle of each table there are two china dishes, one
with salted nuts, the other with mixed candies. These candies are called “ bridge mixture” Therearedso
two ashtrays on each table.

Then the doorbell beginsto ring and the people comein. The house fillswith the alien scent of cigarettes,
which will ill betherein the morning dong with afew unesten candies and sdted nuts, and with burgts
of laughter that get louder astime passes. | liein my bed listening to the bursts of laughter. | fed isolated,
left out. Also | don't understand why this activity, these noisesand smells, iscaled “bridge.” Itisnot like
abridge.

Sometimes Mr. Banerji comesto these bridge parties. | lurk in the corner of the hallway in my flannelette
paamas, hoping to catch aglimpse of him. | don’t have acrush on him or anything like that. My wish to
seehimisanxiety, and fellow fedling. | want to see how heis managing, how heis coping with hislife,



with having to egt turkeys, and with other things. Not very well, judging from his dark, haunted-looking
eyesand dightly hysterical laughter. But if he can deal with whatever it isthat’ s after him, and something
is, thenso canl. Or thisiswhat | think.

Princess Elizabeth is coming to Toronto. She' svisiting Canadawith her husband, who isaDuke. It'sa
Roya Vigt. On theradio there are cheering crowds, and solemn voices describing what color she's
wearing, adifferent color every day. | crouch on the living room floor with the Maritimesfiddle music
going on in the background, the Toronto Star spread out underneath my elbows, studying the picture of
her on the front page. She’ s older than she should be and more ordinary: no longer in a Girl Guide
uniform asin the days of the Blitz, but not in an evening gown and atiaraether, like the Queen at the
back of the classroom. She’ swearing aplain suit and gloves and carrying a handbag, like anyone, and
shehason aladies hat. But till she' saPrincess. On theinside of the paper there' safull page of her,
with women curtsying to her, little girls presenting bouquets of flowers. She smiles down upon them,
aways the same benevolent smile, and is described as radiant.

Day dfter day, crouching on the floor, turning the pages of the newspapers, | watch her make her way
across the map, by plane, by train, by car, from city to city. | memorize the diagrams of her proposed
route through Toronto. I'll get agood chance to see her, because she' s supposed to drive right by our
house, dong the raw, potholed road that runs between the cemetery, with its spindly new trees and heaps
of bulldozed earth, and theline of five new mud mountains,

The mud mountains are on our Side of the road. They have recently appeared, replacing the strip of
weedy field that used to be there before. Each mountain stands beside its own hole, roughly
cellar-shaped, with adop of muddy water at the bottom. My brother has claimed one of them for his
own; he plansto excavate it, tunneling down from the top, then in from the side to make a Side entrance.
What he wishesto do in thereis unknown.

| don’'t know why the Princessis going to be driven past these mud mountains. | don't think of them as
anything she would necessarily want to see, but I’ m not sure, because she' s seeing alot of other things
that don’t seem to be of more interest. There' sapicture of her outside acity hal, another beside a
fish-canning factory. But whether she wants to see them or not, the mud mountainswill be agood place
to stand.

| am looking forward to thisvisit. | expect something fromit, though I'’m not surewhat. Thisisthe same
Princess that defied the bombsin London, the one that is brave and heroic. | think something will happen
for me on that day. Something will change.

The Royd Vigt finaly reaches Toronto. The day is overcadt, with pinpoints of rain; spitting, they cal it. |
go out early and stand on the top of the middlie mud mountain. There' sastraggly line of people, adults
and children, along the roads de among the draggled weeds. Some of the children have small Union
Jacks. | have one as well: they were handed out at school. There' s not much of a crowd, because not
that many people live around here and some of them have probably gone farther downtown, to where
there are sdewalks. | can see Grace and Carol and Cordelia, aong the road towards Grace' s house. |
hope they will not see me.

| stand on the mud mountain with my Union Jack hanging dack fromitstick. It getslater and nothing
happens. | think maybe | should go back to our house and listen to the radio, to see how far away the
Princessis, but suddenly there’ sapolice car, to the left, coming along by the cemetery. It beginsto
drizzle. In the distance there' s cheering.

There are some motorcycles, then some cars. | can see the arms of the people aong the road going up
into the air, hear scattered hoorays. The cars are going too fast, despite the potholes. | can’t see which



car istheright one.

Then | do see. It’ sthe car with the pale glove coming out the window, waving back and forth. Already
it' sopposite me, dready it's passing. | don’t wave my Union Jack or cheer, because | seethat it’' stoo
late, | won't havetime for what I’ ve been waiting for, which has only now become clear to me. What |
must do is run down the mountain with my arms stretched out to either side, for balance, and throw
mysdlf in front of the Princess scar. In front of it, or onto it, or into it. Then the Princesswill tel them to
stop the car. She'll haveto, in order to avoid running over me. | don't picture mysdlf being driven away
intheroyd car, I’'m moreredidtic than that. Anyway | don’t want to leave my parents. But things will
change, they will be different, something will be done.

The car with the gloveismoving away, it' sturned the corner, it'sgone, and | haven't moved.
Chapter 31

Miss Stuart likes art. She has us bring old shirts of our fathers from home so we can do messier art
without getting our clothes dirty. While we scissor and paint and paste she wakstheaidesin her nurse's
mask, looking over our shoulders. But if anyone, aboy, draws aslly picture on purpose, she holdsthe
page up in mocking outrage. “ This lad here thinks he’ sbeing smarrut. Y ou’ ve got more between the ears
than that!” And sheflicks him on the ear with her thumb and fingernail.

For her we make the familiar paper objects, the pumpkins, the Christmas bells, but she has us do other
things too. We make complicated flora patterns with a compass, we glue odd substances to cardboard
backings:. feathers, sequins, pieces of macaroni garishly dyed, lengths of drinking straw. We do group
murals on the blackboards or on large rolls of brown paper. We draw pictures about foreign countries:
Mexico with cactuses and men in enormous hats, Chinawith cones on the heads and seeing-eye boats,
Indiawith what we intend to be graceful, slk-draped women baancing copper urns, and jewelson their
foreheads.

| like these foreign pictures because | can believein them. | desperately need to believe that somewhere
else these other, foreign people exist. No matter that at Sunday school I’ ve been told such people are
ether starving or heathens or both. No matter that my weekly collection goes to convert them, feed them,
smarten them up. Miss Lumley saw them as crafty, given to the eating of outlandish or disgusting foods
and to acts of treachery againgt the British, but | prefer Miss Stuart’ s versions, in which the sun above
their headsis acheerful yellow, the pam trees aclearg reen, the clothing they wear isflord, their
folksongs gay. The women chatter together in quick incomprehensible languages, they laugh, showing
perfect, pure-white teeth. If these people exist | can go there sometime. | don't have to stay here.

Today, says Miss Stuart, we are going to draw what we do after school.

The others hunch over their desks. | know what they will draw: skipping ropes, jolly snowmen, listening
to theradio, playing with adog. | stare at my own paper, which remains blank. Finaly | draw my bed,
with mysdf init. My bed has adark wooden headboard with curlicuesonit. | draw the window, the
chest of drawers. | color in the night. My hand holding the black crayon presses down, harder and
harder, until the pictureisamost entirely black, until only afaint shadow of my bed and my head on the
pillow remainsto be seen.

| look &t this picture with dismay. It isn’'t what | meant to draw. It' sunlike everyone ese' spicture, it' sthe
wrong thing. Miss Stuart will be disappointed in me, she'll tell me | have more between the ears than that.
| can fed her standing behind me now, looking over my shoulder; | can smell her smell of hand Iotion,

and the other smell that is not tea. She moves around so | can see her, her bright blue wrinkly eyes
looking a me over the top of her nurse’s mask.



For amoment she says nothing. Then she says, not harshly, “Why isyour picture so darruk, my dear?’

“Becauseit'snight,” | say. Thisisanidiotic answer, | know that as soon asit’s out of my mouth. My
voiceisamogt inaudible, evento me.

“| seg,” shesays. Shedoesn't say I’ ve drawn the wrong thing, or that surely there’ s something else | do
after school besides going to bed. She touches me on the shoulder, briefly, before continuing down the
aide. Her touch glows briefly, like a blown-out match.

In the schoolroom windows the paper hearts are blossoming. We make ahuge Vaentine s Day postbox
out of a cardboard box covered with pink crepe paper and red hearts with paper doily edging. Into the
dot at the top we dip our vaentines, cut from books of them you can buy a Woolworth's, with specid,
sngle onesfor the people we especidly like.

Onthe day itsdlf the whole afternoon isa party. Miss Stuart loves parties. She' s brought dozens of
heart-shaped shortbread cookies she' s made hersdlf, with pink icing and silver bals on them, and there
aretiny cinnamon hearts and pastdl hearts with messages on them, messages from some earlier erawhich
isnot ours. “HubbaHubba,” they say. “ She'sMy Baby.” “Oh You Kid!”

Miss Stuart Stsat her desk, supervising, while severd girls open the box and ddliver the vaentines. On
my desk the cards pile up. Mogt of them are from boys. | can tell this because of the doppy writing, and
because alot of them aren’t Sgned. Others have only initids or Guess Who? Somehavex'sand 0's.
The cardsfrom girlsare dl neatly sgned, with their full names, so there will be no mistake about who
gavewhat.

On the way home from school Carol giggles and shows off her cards from boys. | have more cardsfrom
boys than Carol has, more than Cordeliaand Grace have collected in their Grade Six classroom. Only |
know this. I’ ve hidden the cards in my desk so they won’t be seen on the way home. When questioned |
say | didn’'t get many. | hug my knowledge, which is new but doesn’t surprise me: boys are my secret
dlies

Carol isonly ten and three quarters but she' s growing breasts. They aren't very big, but the nipples are
no longer flat, they’ re pointed, and there’ sa swelling behind them. It's easy to see this because she sticks
out her chest, she wears sweaters, pulling them down tightly so the breasts poke out. She complains
about these breasts at recess. they hurt, she says. She says she will haveto get abra. Corddiasays, “Oh
shut up about your stupid tits.” She' solder, but she doesn’t have any yet.

Carol pinches her lips and cheeks to make them red. She finds aworn-down tube of lipstick in her
mother’ s wastepaper basket and hidesit away, and takes it to school in her pocket. Using thetip of her
little finger, sherubs some of it on her lips after school. She wipesit off with aKleenex before we get to
her house but she doesn’t do agood enough job.

We play upstairsin her room. When we go down to the kitchen for aglass of milk, her mother says,
“What' sthat on your face, young lady?’ Right in front of us she scrubs Carol’ s face with the dirty
dishcloth. “Don't let me catch you doing such acheap thing again! At your age, theideal” Carol wriggles,
cries and screams, abandoning herself. We watch, horrified and thrilled. “ Just wait till your father gets
home!” her mother saysin acold, furious voice. “Making a pectacle of yoursdlf,” asif there' s something
wrong in the mere act of being looked at. Then she rememberswe re il here. *“ Off you go!”

Two days later Carol says her father has given it to her good, with his belt, buckle end, right acrossthe
bare bum. She says she can hardly sit down. She sounds proud of this. She shows us, after school, upin
her room: she pullsup her skirt, pulls down her underpants, and sure enough there are the marks, almost
like scratch marks, not very red but there.



It sdifficult to match this evidence with Carol’ sfather, nice Mr. Campbell, who has a soft mustache and
cals Grace Beautiful Brown Eyes and CordeliaMiss Lobdlia. It's strange to imagine him hitting anyone
with abelt. But fathers and their ways are enigmatic. | know without being told, for instance, that Mr.
Smesth lives asecret life of trains and escapesin hishead. Cordelia sfather is charming to uson therare
occasions when heis seen, he makeswry jokes, hissmileislike abillboard, but why isshe afraid of him?
Because sheis. All fathers except mine areinvisblein daytime; daytimeisruled by mothers. But fathers
come out at night. Darkness brings home the fathers, with their real, unspeakable power. Thereismore
to them than meetsthe eye. And so we believe the belt.

Carol says she's seen awet spot on the sheet of her mother’ s twin bed, in the morning, before the bed
was made. Wetiptoe into her parents room. The bed with its tufty chenille bedspread is so neatly made
up we' re afraid to turn down the coversto look. Carol opensthe drawer of her mother’ s bedside table
and we peer in. There' sarubber thing like the top of amushroom, and atube of toothpaste that isn't
toothpaste. Carol says these things are to keep you from having babies. Nobody giggles, nobody scoffs.
Instead we read the label. Somehow the red marks on Carol’ s, bum have given her acredibility she
lacked before.

Carol lieson top of her own bed, which has awhite ruffled spread that matchesthe curtains. She's
pretending to be sick, with an unspecified iliness. We' ve dampened awashcloth, draped it over her
forehead, brought her aglass of water. IlInessisnow agame we play.

“Oh, I'mso sick, oh, I'm so sick,” Carol moans, twisting her body on the bed. “Nurse, do something!”

“We haveto listen to her heart,” says Cordedlia. She pullsup Carol’ s swester, then her undershirt. We ve
al been to the doctor, we know about the brusque humiliationsinvolved. “Thiswon't hurt.” There arethe
breadts, puffy-looking, their nipplesbluish, like veins on aforehead. “ Fed her heart,” Cordeliasaysto

me

| don’t want to. | don’t want to touch that swollen, unnatura flesh. “Go on,” says Corddlia. “Do as
you'retold.”

“She’'sbeing disobedient,” says Grace.

| reach out my hand, placeit on theleft breadt. It fedslike abaloon haf filled with water, or like
lukewarm oatmeal porridge. Carol giggles. “ Oh, your hand's so cold!” Nauseagrips me.

“Her heart, stupid,” says Corddlia. “I didn’t say her tit. Don’t you know the difference?’

An ambulance comes and my mother is carried out to it on agtretcher. | don't seethis, Stephen tellsme
about it. It wasin the middle of the night when | was adeep, but Stephen has taken to getting up secretly
and looking out of his bedroom window at the stars. He says you can see the stars much better when
most of the lightsin the city are off. He saysthat the way to wake up at night without using an darm clock
isto drink two glasses of water before you go to bed. Then you have to concentrate on the hour you
want to wake up. Thisiswhat the Indians used to do.

So hewas awake, and listened, and snuck across to the other side of the house to ook out the window
there, where he could see what was going on out on the Street. He says there were flashing lights but no
sren, o it'sno wonder | didn't hear anything.

When | get up in the morning my father isin the kitchen frying bacon. He knows how to do this, though
he never doesit in the city, only over campfires. In my parents' bedroom there’ sapile of crumpled
sheets on the floor, and the blankets are folded up on a chair; on the mattress there’ sahuge ova splotch
of blood. But when | come home from school the sheets are gone and the bed is made up, and thereis



nothing more to be seen.

My father saysthere has been an accident. But how can you have an accident lying in bed adeep?
Stephen says it was a baby, ababy that came out too soon. | don’t believe him: women who are going to
have babies have big fat somachs, and my mother didn’t have one.

My mother comes back from the hospital and iswesker. She hasto rest. No oneisused to this, sheisn't
used to it hersdlf. Sheresigtsit, getting up as usud, putting her hand on the wall or on the edges of the
furniture as she walks, standing hunched over &t the kitchen sink, acardigan over her shoulders. Inthe
middle of something she' s doing she hasto go and lie down. Her skinispae and dry. Shelooks asif
she' slistening to a sound, outside the house perhaps, but there is no sound. Sometimes | have to repesat
things twice before she hears me. It'sasif she’ sgone off somewhere e se, leaving me behind; or
forgotten | am there.

All of thisismore frightening, even, than the splotch of blood. Our father tells usto help out more, which
meansthat he' sfrightened aswell.

After she gets better | find asmall knitted sock, pastel green, in my mother’s sewing basket. | wonder
why she would have knitted only one sock. She doesn't like knitting, so maybe she knitted one and then
got tired of it.

| dream that Mrs. Finestein from next door and Mr. Banerji are my real parents.

| dream that my mother has had a baby, one of a set of twins. The baby isgray. | don’t know where the
other twinis.

| dream that our house has burned down. Nothing of it remains; blackened stumps dot the place where
it sbeen, asif there hasbeen aforest fire. A huge mountain of mud rises besideit.

My parents are dead but also dive. They'relying Side by side, in their summer clothes, and sinking down
through the earth, which ishard but trangparent, likeice. They look up a me sorrowfully asthey recede.

Chapter 32

It's Saturday afternoon. We re going down to the building, to something caled a Conversat. | don't
know what a Conversat is but I'm relieved to be going to the building, where there are mice and snakes
and experiments and no girls. My father asked if | wanted to bring afriend. | said no. My brother is
bringing Danny, whose nose runs al the time, who wears knitted vestsin diamond patterns, who hasa
stamp collection. They st in the back seet—my brother no longer gets carsick—and talk in pig Latin.

“Or-yay 0se-nay is-ay unning-ray.”
“O-say ut-whay? Awnt-way oo-tay eat-ay ome-say?’

“Umryay um-yay.”

| know that some of this, at least on Danny’ s part, isfor my benefit. He has confused me with other girls,
girlswho wriggle and shriek. Once | would have replied with something equally disgusting, but | have lost
interest in such things as eating snot. | look out the car window, pretending not to hear.

The Conversat turns out to be sort of like amuseum. The Zoology Department isthrowing itsef opento
the public, to give people acrack a Science and improve their minds. Thisiswhat my father said,
grinning the way he does when he' s partly joking. He said people€’ s minds could use some improving. My
mother said she does’t think her mind is cgpable of further improvement, so she’ sgoing grocery



shopping instead.

Thereare alot of people at the Conversat. Thereisn't that much to do for entertainment on the
weekendsin Toronto. The building hasafestive air: itsusua smells of Dustbane and furniture polish and
mouse droppings and snakes mingle with other smells, of winter clothing, cigarette smoke, and women's
perfume. Streamers of colored paper are taped to the walls, with arrows of construction paper at
intervas, dong the hdls and up and down the sairs and into the different rooms, to show the way. Each
room hasits own displays, grouped according to what you are supposed to learn.

In thefirst room there are chicken embryos at various stages of development, from ared dot to a
big-headed, bulgy-eyed, pin-feathered chick, looking not fluffy and cute the way they do on Easter
cards, but dimy, its claws curled under, its eydids adit open, showing a crescent of agate-blue eye. The
embryos have been pickled; the scent of formadehyde isvery strong. In another display there' sajar of
twins, red dead identica human twinswith their placenta attached, gray-skinned, floating in something
that looks like dishwater. Their veins and arteries have been injected with colored rubber, blue for the
veins, purple for the arteries, so we can see that their blood systems are connected. There' sahuman
brainin abottle, like agiant flabby gray walnut. | can't believe thereis such athing insde my head.

In another room there’ s atable where you can get your fingerprints taken, so you can seethey aren’t the
same asanyone dse's. There salarge piece of Bristol board with enlarged photographs of people’' s
fingerprints pinned up onit. My brother and Danny and | al get our fingerprints taken. Danny and my
brother have made light of the chickens and the twins—" Awnt-way any-nay icken-chay or-fay
upper-say?’ “Ow-hay about-way ome-say ewed-stay in-tway?’—but they weren’t in any hurry to stay
inthat room. Their enthusiasm for the fingerprintsis boisterous. They make fingerprintsin the centers of
each other’ sforeheads with their inky fingers, saying, “ The Mark of the Black Hand!” in loud, ominous
voices, until our father passes nearby and tells them to pipe down. Beautiful Mr. Banerji from Indiais
with him. He smiles nervoudy at me and says, “How are you, miss?’ He dways cadlsme“miss” Among
al these winter-white faces he looks darker than usud; histeeth shine and shine.

In the same room with the fingerprints they’ re handing out pieces of paper; you' re supposed to taste
them and say whether they taste bitter, like peach pits, or sour, like lemons. This provesthat somethings
areinherited. There salso amirror where you can do tongue exercises, to seeif you can roll your tongue
up at the sdes or into acloverleaf shape. Some people can't do ether. Danny and my brother hog the
mirror and make gruesome faces by sticking their thumbsinto the sdes of their mouths and pulling the
edges of their eyelids down so that the red shows.

Some of the Conversat islessinteresting, with too much writing, and some of it isonly chartson thewall
or looking through microscopes, which we can do whenever we want to anyway.

It's crowded as we shuffle along the halls, following the paper streamers, baby-blue and yelow, in our
winter overshoes. We haven't taken our coats off. It' s very warm. The clanking radiators are going
full-blast, and the ar isfilling with other peopl€ s breeth.

We come to aroom where there’ s a cut-open turtle. It'sin awhite enamd tray, like the onesin butcher
shops. Theturtleisdive; or it' sdead, but itsheart isdive. Thisturtleis an experiment to show how the
heart of areptile can keep on going after therest of it isdead.

Theturtle' s bottom shell hasahole sawed into it. Theturtleis on itsback so you can seedownintoiit,
right to the heart, which is besting away dowly, glistening dark red down therein its cave, wincing like
the end of atouched worm, lengthening again, wincing. It'slike ahand, clenching and unclenching. It's
likeaneye.



They’ ve attached awire to the heart, which runsto aloudspeaker, so you can hear the heart beating
throughout the entire room, agonizingly dow, like an old manwaking up sairs. | can't tell if the heart is
going to makeit to the next begt, or not. There’ safootstep, a pause, then a crackling like the kind of
static on the radio that my brother says comes from outer space, then another pulse, agasp of air sucked
in. Lifeisflowing out of theturtle, | can hear it over the loudspeaker. Soon the turtle will be empty of life.

| don't want to stay in thisroom but there’ salineup, in front of me and behind. All of the people are
grown-ups, I’ ve lost sight of Danny and my brother. I'm hemmed in by tweed coats, my eyesashigh as
their second buttons. | hear another sound, coming over the sound of the heart like an approaching wind:
arugtling, like poplar leaves, only smdller, drier. There' s black around the edges of my eyesand it closes
in. What | seeislike the entranceto atunnd, rushing away from me; or | am rushing away fromit, away
from that spot of daylight. After that I’ m looking at alot of overshoes, and the floorboards, stretching into
the distance, a eyelevel. My head hurts.

“Shefainted,” somebody says, and then | know what | have done.
“It must have been the heat.”

| am carried out into the cold gray air; it’s Mr. Banerji who carries me, making sounds of distress. My
father hurries out and tellsme to sit with my head down between my knees. | do this, looking at the tops
of my overshoes. Heasksif I’'m going to be sick and | say no. My brother and Danny come out and
gare a me, not saying anything. Finally my brother says, “ Eee-shay ainted-fay,” and they go back in.

| stay outsde until my father bringsthe car around and we drive home. I'm beginning to fed that I’ ve
discovered something worth knowing. There saway out of places you want to leave, but can't. Fainting
islike stepping sideways, out of your own body, out of time or into another time. When you wake upit's
later. Time has gone on without you.

Corddiasays, “Think of ten stacks of plates. Those are your ten chances.” Every time | do something
wrong, a stack of plates comes crashing down. | can see these plates. Cordelia can see them too,
because she' sthe one who says Crash! Grace can see them alittle, but her crashes are tentative, she
looksto Corddiafor confirmation. Carol tries a crash once or twice but is scoffed at: “ That wasn't a
crash!”

“Only four left,” says Corddia. “Y ou better watch yourself. Well?’

| say nothing.

“Wipethat smirk off your face,” says Cordelia

| say nothing.

“Crash!” says Cordelia. “Only threeleft.”

Nobody ever sayswhat will happenif dl of the stacks of platesfal down.

I’m standing against the wall, near the GIRL S door, the cold creeping up my legs and in under the edges
of my deeves. I’m not supposed to move. Already I’ ve forgotten why. I’ ve discovered that | can fill my
head up with music, Coming in on a wing and a prayer, Keep happy with the Happy Gang, and
forget dmogt anything.

It' srecess. Miss Lumley patrols the playground with her brass bell, her face clamped againgt the cold,
minding her own business. I'm il just asafraid of her, dthough she’ sno longer my teacher. Chains of
girls careen pagt, chanting We don’t stop for anybody. Other girls promenade more sedately, arms



linked two by two. They look at me curioudy, then away. It’ slike the peoplein cars, on the highway,
who dow down and look out the window when there’ sa car accident by the side of the road. They dow
down but they don't stop. They know when there strouble, they know when to keep out of it.

I’'m standing alittle out from thewadll. | put my head back and stare up into the gray sky and hold my
breath. I’m making mysdlf dizzy. | can see astack of plates asit sways, begin to topple over, into aslent
explosion of chinashards. The sky closesto apinpoint and awave of dry leaves sweeps over my head.
Then | can see my own body lying on the ground, just lying there. | can seethe girls pointing and
gathering, | can see Miss Lumley staking over, bending with difficulty to look a& me. But I'm seeing all
thisfrom above, asif I'min the air, somewhere near the GIRLS sign over the door, looking down like a
bird.

| cometo with MissLumley’ sfacelooming inches away from me, scowling more than ever, asif I've
made amess, with aring of girlsaround her jostling for a better 1ook.

There'sblood, I"ve cut my forehead. | am taken off to the nurse' s office. The nurse wipes off the blood
and sticks awad of gauze onto me with aBand-Aid. The sight of my own blood on the wet white
washcloth is degply satisfying to me.

Corddiais subdued: blood isimpressive, even moreimpressive than vomit. She and Grace are solicitous
on theway home, linking their arms through mine, asking me how | fedl. Thiskind of attention from them
makes me tremulous. I'm afraid | will cry, great sopping tears of reconciliation. But I'm far too wary for
that by now.

The next time Corddiatdls meto stand againgt the wall | faint again. Now | can do it dmost whenever |
want to. | hold my breath and hear the rustling noise and see the blackness and then | dip sSideways, out
of my body, and I'm somewhere ese. But | can’'t dways watch from above, like thefirst time.
Sometimes there’ sjust black.

| begin to be known asthe girl who faints.

“She' sdoing it on purpose,” Corddiasays. “ Go ahead, let’ s see you faint. Come on. Faint.” But now,
when shetdlsmeto, | can't.

| begin to spend time outside my body without falling over. At thesetimes| fed blurred, asif thereare
two of me, one superimposed on the other, but imperfectly. There s an edge of transparency, and beside
itarim of solid flesh that’ swithout feding, like ascar. | can see what's happening, | can hear what's
being said to me, but | don’t have to pay any attention. My eyes are open but I’ m not there. I'm off to
thesde.

Seven —Our Lady of Perpetual Help
Chapter 33

| walk west from Smpsons, still looking for something to eat. Findly | buy adice of take-out pizzaand
devour it en route, with my fingers, folding it in two and gnawing. When I'm with Ben | egt at regular
times because he does, | eat regular things, but when I’'m donel indulgein junk food and scavenging, my
old, singular ways. It'sbad for me, but | need to remember what bad for meislike. | could begin to take
Ben for granted, with histies and haircuts and grapefruitsfor breakfast. It makes me gppreciate him
more.

Back a the studio | cal him, counting the hours backward to the coast. But there' s only my own voice
on the message, followed by the beep, the Dominion Observatory Officid Time Signd, ushering in the



future. Love you, | say, so he can hear it later. Then | remember: by now he'sin Mexico, hewon't be
back till | am.

By now it'sdark outside. | could go out for something more like dinner, or try for amovie. Instead |
crawl onto the futon, under the duvet, with a cup of coffee and the Toronto phone book, and start
looking up names. There are no more Smesths, they must have moved or died off, or got married. There
are more Campbells than you can shake a stick at. | ook up Jon, whose name was once my own. No
Josef Hrbik, though there are Hrbeks, Hrens, Hrastniks, Hriczus.

Thereareno more Rideys.
Thereisno Cordelia

It' sstrange to be lying in Jon’ s bed again. | haven’t thought of this as Jon’s bed because I’ ve never seen
himinit, but of courseitis. It'salot neater than his beds used to be, and agreat dedl cleaner. Hisfirst
bed was amattress on the floor, with an old deeping bag on top of it. | didn’t mind this, infact | liked it;
it was like camping out. Usudly there would be atide line of empty cups and glasses and plates with
scraps of food surrounding it, which | didn’t like as much. There was an etiquette about such messes, in
those days. there was aline you crossed, from ignoring them to cleaning them up. Whether the man
would think you were moving in on him, trying to teke him over.

Wewere lying on that bed onetime, right at the beginning, before I’ d started to pick up the plates, when
the bedroom door opened and awoman I’ d never seen before appeared in the doorway. She was
wearing dirty jeans and awan pink T-shirt; her face thin and bleached-looking, with huge pupils. It
looked asif she was on some sort of drug, which was beginning to be apossbility, then. She stood there
saying nothing, one hand behind her back, her face tight and blank, while | pulled the deeping bag up
over me.

“Hey,” said Jon.

Shedrew her hand out from behind her back then and threw something at us. It was a paper bag full of
warm spaghetti, sauce included. It burst when it hit, festooning us. She went out, still without saying
anything, and dammed the door.

| was frightened, but Jon started laughing. “What wasthat?’ | said. “How the hell did she get in?’

“Through the door,” said Jon, till laughing. He untangled a piece of spaghetti from my hair and leaned
over to kissme. | knew thiswoman must have been agirfriend, or an ex-girlfriend, and | was furiouswith
her. It didn’t occur to me that she might have reason. | hadn’t yet encountered the foreign hairpinsleftin
the bathroom like territorial dog pee on snowy hydrants, the lipstick marks placed strategicaly on
pillows. Jon knew how to cover histracks, and when he didn’t cover them it wasfor areason. It didn’t
occur to me ether that she must have had akey.

“She'scrazy,” | sad. “Sheshould beinabin.”

| did not pity her at dl. Inaway | admired her. | admired her lack of compunction, the courage of her
bad manners, the energy of smplerage. Throwing abag of spaghetti had asimplicity to it, arecklessness,
acarelessgrandeur. It got things over with. | was along way, then, from being able to do anything like it
mysdif.

Chapter 34

Grace says grace. Mr. Smeath says, “ Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition,” and reaches for the



baked beans. Mrs. Smeath says, “Lloyd.” Mr. Smeath says, “It' sharmless,” and shoots me a Sdeways
grin. Aunt Mildred contracts her whiskery mouth. | chew away at the rubber plant Smeeth food. Under
cover of thetablecloth, | tear a my fingers. Sunday goeson.

After the stewed pineapple Grace wants me to come down into the cellar with her to play school. | do
this, but | have to come up the stairs again to go to the bathroom. Grace has given me permission, the
same way the teachersin school give you permission. As| come up the cdlar stairs| can hear Aunt
Mildred and Mrs. Smegth, who are in the kitchen doing the dishes.

“She' sexactly like aheathen,” says Aunt Mildred. Because she' sbeen amissonary in Ching, she' san
authority. “Nothing you ve done has made ascrap of difference.”

“She slearning her Bible, Gracetdlsme,” Mrs. Smeath says, and then | know it' sme they’ re discussing.
| stop on the top step, where | can see into the kitchen: the kitchen table where the dirty dishes are piled,
the back edges of Mrs. Smeath and Aunt Mildred.

“They’ll learn dl that,” says Aunt Mildred. “Till you' re blueintheface. But it' sdl rotelearning, it does't
gnk in. The minute your back isturned they’ Il go right back the way they were.”

The unfairness of this hitsmelike akick. How can they say that, when I’ ve won a specid mention for my
essay on Temperance, about drunken men having car accidents and freezing to death in snowstorms
because the dcohal dilatestheir capillaries? | even know what capillaries are, | even spelledit right. | can
recite whole psalms, whole chapters, | can sing dl the colored-dide white-knight Sunday school songs
without looking.

“What can you expect, with that family?’ says Mrs. Smeath. She doesn’t go on to say what’ swrong with
my family. “The other children senseit. They know.”

“Y ou don't think they’ re being too hard on her?” says Aunt Mildred. Her voiceisrdishing. She wantsto
know how hard.

“It'sGod’ s punishment,” says Mrs. Smeeth. “It serves her right.”

A hot wave moves through my body. Thiswaveis shame, which | have felt before, but it is also hatred,
which | have not, not in this pure form. It’ s hatred with a particular shape, the shape of Mrs. Smeath’s
one breast and no waist. It slike afleshy weed in my chest, white-ssemmed and fat; like the stalk of a
burdock, with its rank leaves and little green burrs, growing in the cat piss earth beside the path down to
the bridge. A heavy, thick hatred.

| stand there on the top step, frozen with hate. What | hateis not Grace or even Corddlia. | can’t go as
far asthat. | hate Mrs. Smesth, because what | thought was a secret, something going on among girls,
among children, isnot one. It has been discussed before, and tolerated. Mrs. Smeath has known and
approved. She has done nothing to stop it. Shethinksit servesmeright.

She moves away from the sink and walks to the kitchen table for another stack of dirty plates, into my
lineof vison. | have abrief, intenseimage of Mrs. Smeath going through the flesh-colored wringer of my
mother’ swashing machine, legsfirgt, bones cracking and flattening, skin and flesh squeezing up toward
her head, which will pop in aminute like ahuge balloon of blood. If my eyes could shoot out fatal rays
like the onesin comic books | would incinerate her on the spot. Sheisright, | am aheathen. | cannot
forgive

Asif she canfed my stare she turns and sees me. Our eyes meet: she knows I’ ve heard. But she doesn't
flinch, sheisn’t embarrassed or gpologetic. She gives me that smug smile, with the lips closed over the



teeth. What she saysisnot to me but to Aunt Mildred. “Little pitchers have big ears.”
Her bad heart floats in her body like an eye, an evil eye, it seesme.

We st on the wooden bench in the church basement, in the dark, watching thewall. Light glintsfrom
Grace s glassy eyes as she watches me sideways.

God sees the little sparrow fall,
It meets His tender view;

If God so loves the little bird,

| know He loves me too.

The pictureisof adead bird in an enormous hand, with ashaft of light coming down onto it.

| am moving my lips, but I'm not singing. | am losing confidence in God. Mrs. Smeeth has God dl sewed
up, she knows what things are his punishments. He son her side, and it sasdefromwhich I’'m
excluded.

| consider Jesus, who is supposed to love me. But heisn't showing any sign of it, and | don’t think he can
be of much help. Againgt Mrs. Smeath and God he can do nothing, because God is bigger. God isnot
Our Father at dl. My image of him now is of something huge, hard, inexorable, faceless and moving
forward asif on tracks. God isasort of engine.

| decide not to pray to God any more. When it’ stimefor the Lord’ s Prayer | stand in silence, moving my
lipsonly.

Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us.

| refuseto say this. If it means| will haveto forgive Mrs. Smesth or else go to Hell when | die, I'm ready
to go. Jesus must have known how hard it isto forgive, that waswhy he put thisin. He was always
putting in things that wereimpossible to do redlly, such asgiving avay al your money.

“You weren't praying,” Grace saysto mein awhisper.

My stomach goes cold. Which isworse, to contradict her or to admit? Either way there will be pendlties.
“Yes| was,” | say.

“Youweren't. | heard you.”

| say nothing.

“Youlied,” says Grace, pleased, forgetting to whisper.

| dill say nothing.

“Y ou should ask God to forgive you,” Grace says. “ That’ swhat | do, every night.”

| Stinthedark, attacking my fingers. | think about Grace asking God to forgive her. But for what? God
only forgivesyou if you' re sorry, and she never givesasign of being sorry. She never thinks she’ sdone

anything wrong.

Grace and Cordeliaand Carol are up ahead, | am ablock behind. They aren’t letting me walk with them
today because | have been insolent, but they don’'t want metoo far behind ether. | am walking dong, in
timeto themusic, Keep happy with the Happy Gang, my head empty except for these words. | walk



head down, scanning the sidewalk, the gutters, for silver cigarette papers, although | no longer collect
them as| did long ago. | know that nothing | could make with them would be worthwhile.

| seeapiece of paper with acolored pictureonit. | pick it up. | know what the pictureis: it'sthe Virgin
Mary. The paper isfrom Our Lady of Perpetua Help, Our Lady of Perpetua Hell. The Virgin Mary is
wearing along blue robe, no feet at al visible below the hem, awhite cloth over her head and acrown on
top of that, and aydlow hao with light rays coming out of it like nails. She'ssmiling sadly ina
disappointed way; her hands are outstretched asif in welcome, and her heart is on the outside of her
chest, with seven swords stuck into it. Or they look like swords. The heart islarge, red and tidy, likea
satin heart pincushion, or avaentine. Under the pictureis printed: The Seven Sorrows.

TheVirgin Mary isin some of our Sunday school papers, but never with acrown, never with a
pincushion heart, never al by hersdlf. Sheisadways more or lessin the background. Not much fussis
made over her except at Christ mas, and even then Baby Jesusis alot more important. When Mrs.
Smesath and Aunt Mildred speak of Catholics, asthey have been known to do at the Sunday dinner
table, it's aways with contempt. Catholics pray to statues and drink real wine at Communion, instead of
grapejuice. “ They worship the Pope,” iswhat the Smeaths say; or dse, “They worship the Virgin Mary,”
asif thisisascandaousthing to do.

| look at the picture up close. But | know it would be dangerousto keep it, so | throw it away. Thisisthe
right impulse, because now the three of them have stopped, they’ re waiting for me to catch up to them.
Anything | do, other than standing, other than walking, attracts their attention.

“What was that thing we saw you pick up?’ says Cordelia
“A paper.”

“What sort of a paper?’

“Just apaper. A Sunday school paper.”

“Why did you pick it up?’

Once | would have thought about this question, tried to answer it truthfully. Now | say, “I don’t know.”
Thisisthe only answer | can give, to anything, that will not be ridiculed or questioned.

“What did you do with it?’
“| threw it away.”
“Don’t pick things up off the street,” says Corddia. “They have germs.” Sheletsit go at that.

| decide to do something dangerous, rebdllious, perhaps even blasphemous. | can no longer pray to God
so | will pray to the Virgin Mary instead. This decison makes me nervous, asif I'm about to stedl. My
heart beats harder, my handsfed cold. | fed I’'m about to get caught.

Kneding ssems cdled for. In the onion church we don’t kned, but the Catholics are known for it. | knegl
down beside my bed and put my hands together, like the children in Christmas cards, except that I'm
wearing blue-gtriped flannel ette pgjamas and they always have white nightgowns on. | close my eyesand
try to think about the Virgin Mary. | want her to help me or at least show me that she can hear me, but |
don’t know what to say. | haven't learned the words for her.

| try to picture what shewould look like, if | met her on the Street for instance: would she be wearing
clothes like my mother’s, or that blue dressand crown, and if it was the blue dress would a crowd



gather? Maybe they would think she was just someone out of a Christmas play; but not if she had her
heart on the outside like that, stuck full of swords. | try to think what | would tell her. But she knows
aready: she knows how unhappy | am.

| pray harder and harder. My prayers are wordless, defiant, dry-eyed, desperate, without hope. Nothing
happens. | squeeze my figsinto my eyesuntil they hurt. For aningtant | think | see aface, then a splash
of blue, but now dl | can seeisthe heart. Thereit is, bright red, rounded, with adark light around it, a
blackness like luminous velvet. Gold comes out from the center, then fades. It’ sthe heart dl right. It
lookslike my red plastic purse.

Chapter 35

It' sthe middle of March. In the schoolroom windows the Easter tulips are beginning to bloom. There's
gill snow on the ground, adirty filigree, though the winter islosing its hardness and glitter. The sky
thickens, sinkslower.

Wewak home under the low thick sky that isgray and bulging with dampness. Moist soft flakesare
faling out of it, piling up on roofs and branches, diding off now and then to hit with awet cottony thunk.
There sno wind and the sound is muffled by the snow.

Itisn't cold. I undo the ties on my blue knitted wool hat, let it flap loose on my head. Cordelia takes off
her mittens and scoops up snowballs, throwing them at trees, at telephone poles, at random. It’s one of
her friendly days; she puts her arm through my arm, her other arm through Grace's, and we march along
the street, Snging We don't stop for anybody. | sing thistoo. Together we hop and dide.

Some of the euphorial oncefdt in faling snow comes back to me; | want to open my mouth and let the
snow fdl intoit. | dlow mysdf to laugh, like the others, trying it out. My laughter isa performance, agrab
at the ordinary.

Cordeliathrows herself backward onto a blank front lawn, spreads her arms out in the snow, raisesthem
above her head, draws them down to her sides, making asnow angel. The flakesfall onto her face, into
her laughing mouth, melting, clinging to her eyebrows. She blinks, closing her eyes againg the snow. For
amoment shelooks like someone | don't know, astranger, shining with unknown, good possibilities. Or
elseavictim of atraffic accident, flung onto the snow.

She opens her eyes and reaches up her hands, which are damp and reddened, and we pull her upward
s0 shewon't disturb the image she’ smade. The snow angd has feathery wings and atiny pin head.
Where her hands stopped, down near her sides, are theimprints of her fingers, likelittle claws.

WEe veforgotten the time, it's getting dark. We run aong the street that |eads to the wooden footbridge.
Even Grace runs, lumpily, caling, “Wait up!” For once sheisthe oneleft behind.

Corddliareachesthe hill first and runsdown it. Shetriesto dide but the snow istoo soft, not icy enough,
and there are cinders and pieces of gravel init. Shefdlsdown and rolls. We think she’sdoneit on
purpose, the way she made the snow angel. We rush down upon her, exhilarated, breathless, laughing,
just as she' s picking hersdlf up.

We stop laughing, because now we can see that her fall was an accident, she didn’t do it on purpose.
She likes everything she does to be done on purpose.

Carol says, “Did you hurt yoursdf?” Her voiceis quavery, she sfrightened, aready she cantell that this
isserious. Cordeliadoesn’t answer. Her faceishard again, her eyesbaleful.



Grace moves o that she' sbeside Cordelia, dightly behind her. From there she smiles at me, her tight
amile

Corddiasays, to me, “Were you laughing?’ | think she means, was| laughing a her because shefdl
down.

“No,” | say.
“Shewas,” says Grace neutrally. Carol shiftsto the side of the path, away from me.
“I"’'m going to give you one more chance,” says Cordelia. “Were you laughing?’
“Yes” | say, “but...”

“Just yesor no,” says Corddia

| say nothing. Cordeliaglances over a Grace, asif looking for gpprova. She Sighs, an exaggerated sigh,
likeagrown-up’s. “Lying again,” she says. “What are we going to do with you?’

We seem to have been standing there for along time. It’s colder now. Cordeliareaches out and pulls off
my knitted hat. She marchesthe rest of the way down the hill and onto the bridge and hesitates for a
moment. Then shewaks over to therailing and throws my hat down into the ravine. Then the white oval
of her face turns up toward me. “Come here,” she says.

Nothing has changed, then. Timewill go on, in the same way, endlesdy. My laughter was unred after dl,
merely agasp for air.

| walk down to where Corddia stands by therailing, the snow not crunching but giving way under my
feet like cotton wool packing. It soundslike acavity being filled, in atooth, insde my head. Usudly I'm
afraid to go so near the edge of the bridge, but thistime I’m not. | don't fed anything as positive asfear.

“There' syour stupid hat,” says Cordelia; and thereit is, far down, still blue against the white snow, even
inthe dimming light. “Why don’t you go down and get it?’

| look at her. She wants me to go down into the ravine where the bad men are, where we' re never
supposed to go. It occursto methat | may not. What will she do then?

| can seethisideagathering in Corddiaaswell. Maybe she’ sgonetoo far, hit, finaly, some core of
resstancein me. If | refuse to do what she saysthistime, who knows where my defiance will end? The
two others have come down the hill and are watching, safdly in the middle of the bridge.

“Goonthen,” shesays, more gently, asif she' sencouraging me, not ordering. “ Then you'll beforgiven.”

| don’t want to go down there. It' sforbidden and dangerous, dso it’sdark and the hillside will be
dippery, | might have trouble climbing up again. But thereismy hat. If | go homewithout it, I'll haveto
explan, I'll havetotel. And if | refuseto go, what will Corddiado next? She might get angry, she might
never speak to me again. She might push me off the bridge. She’ s never done anything like that before,
never hit or pinched, but now that she' sthrown my hat over ther€ s no telling what she might do.

| walk along to the end of the bridge. “When you' ve got it, count to ahundred,” says Corddlia. “Before
coming up.” She does't sound angry any more. She sounds like someone giving ingtructions for agame.

| start down the steep hillside, holding on to branches and tree trunks. The path isn't even ared path, it's
just a place worn by whoever goes up and down here: boys, men. Not girls.



When I’'m among the bare trees a the bottom | look up. The bridge railings are silhouetted against the
sky. | can seethe dark outlines of three heads, watching me.

My blue hat isout on theice of the creek. | stland in the snow, looking at it. Corddiaisright, it sastupid
hat. | look at it and fed resentment, because this stupid-looking hat ismine, and deserving of ridicule. |
don’t want to weer it ever again.

| can hear water running somewhere, down under theice. | step out onto the creek, reach for the hat,
pick it up, go through. I'm up to my waist in the creek, dabs of broken ice upended around me.

Cold shoots through me. My overshoes arefilling, and the shoes insde them; water drenches my
snowpants. Probably I’ ve screamed, or some noise has come out of me, but | can’'t remember hearing
anything. | clutch the hat and look up at the bridge. Nobody isthere. They must have walked away, run
away. That' swhy the counting to ahundred: so they could run away.

| try to move my feet. They’re very heavy, because of the water insde my boots. If | wanted to | could
just keep standing here. It’ strue dusk now and the snow on the ground is bluish-white. The old tiresand
pieces of rusted junk in the creek are covered over; al around me are blue arches, blue caves, pure and
slent. Thewater of the creek is cold and peaceful, it comes straight from the cemetery, from the graves
and their bones. It' swater made from the dead people, dissolved and clear, and | am standing init. If |
don’'t move soon | will befrozen in the creek. | will be adead person, peaceful and clear, like them.

| flounder through the water, the edges of the ice breaking off as| step. Walking with waterlogged
overshoesishard; | could dip, and fal al theway in. | grab atree branch and haul myself up onto the
bank and sit down in the blue snow and take off my overshoes and pour out the water. The arms of my
jacket are wet to the elbows, my mittens are soaked. Now there are knives going through my legs and
hands, and tears running down my face from the pain.

| can seelights dong the edges of the ravine, from the houses there, impaossibly high up. | don’t know
how I’ m going to up the hill with my hands and feet hurting like this; I don’t know how I’m going to get
home.

My head isfilling with black sawdugt; little specks of the darkness are getting in through my eyes. It'sas
if the snowflakes are black, the way whiteisblack on anegative. The snow has changed to tiny pellets,
more like deet. It makes arustling noise coming down through the branches, like the shifting and
whispering of peoplein acrowded room who know they must be quiet. It's the dead people, coming up
invisble out of the water, gathering around me. Hush, iswhat they say.

I’m lying on my back beside the creek, looking up at the sky. Nothing hurts any more. The sky hasa
reddish undercolor. The bridge is different-looking; it seems higher above me, more solid, asif therailings
have disappeared or beenfilled in. And it’ s glowing, there are pools of light dong it, greenish-yellow, not
likeany light I’ ve ever seen before. | Sit up to get a better look. My body fedsweightless, asit doesin
water.

There' s someone on the bridge, | can see the dark outline. At first | think it's Cordelia, come back for
me. Then | seethat it'snot achild, it'stoo tal for achild. | can’'t seetheface, there' sjust a shape. One
of the yellowish-green lightsis behind it, coming out in rays from around the head.

| know | should get up and walk home, but it seems easier to Stay here, in the snow, with thelittle pellets
of ice caressng my face gently. Also I’'mvery deepy. | close my eyes.

| hear someonetaking to me. It'slikeavoice caling, only very soft, asif muffled. I’'m not sure I’ ve heard
itat dl. | open my eyeswith an effort. The person who was standing on the bridge is moving through the



ralling, or mdting intoit. It sawoman, | can seethelong skirt now, or isit along cloak? Sheisn't faling,
she’'s coming down toward me as if walking, but there’ s nothing for her to wak on. | don't have the
energy to befrightened. | liein the snow, watching her with lethargy, and with aduggish curiosity. |
would like to be ableto walk on air like that.

Now she' s quite close. | can see the white glimmer of her face, the dark scarf or hood around her head,
or isit hair? She holds out her amsto me and | feedl a surge of happiness. Insde her half-open cloak
there saglimpse of red. It'sher heart, | think. It must be her heart, on the outside of her body, glowing
like neon, likeacodl.

Then| can't see her any more. But | fed her around me, not like arms but like a smal wind of warmer
ar. She' stdling me something.

You can go home now, she says. It will be all right. Go home.
| don't hear the words out loud, but thisiswhat she says.
Chapter 36

Thelights on the top of the bridge are gone. | make my way in the dark, up the hill, deet rustling around
me, hauling mysalf up by branches and tree trunks, my shoes dipping on the packed icy snow. Nothing
hurts, not even my feet, not even my hands. It' slike flying. The small wind moves with me, awarm touch
agang my face.

| know who it isthat I’ ve seen. It sthe Virgin Mary, there can be no doubt. Even when | was praying |
wasn't sure shewasreal, but now | know sheis. Who ese could walk on air like that, who else would
have a glowing heart? True, there was no blue dress, no crown; her dress|ooked black. But it was dark.
Maybe the crown wasthereand | couldn’'t seeit. Anyway she could have different clothes, different
dresses. None of that matters, because she came to get me. She didn’t want me freezing in the snow.
Sheisdill with me, invishble, wrapping me in warmth and painlessness, she has heard me after dl.

| am up on the main path now; the lights from the houses are nearer, above me, on ether side of me. |
can hardly keep my eyes open. I'm not even walking straight. But my feet keep on moving, onein front
of the other.

Up ahead isthe street. As| reach it | see my mother, walking very fast. Her coat isn’'t done up, she has
no scarf on her head, her overshoesflap, half fastened. When she sees me she beginsto run. | stop lill,
watching her running figure with the coat flying out on either side and the unwieldy overshoes, asif she's
just some other person I’m watching, someonein arace. She comes up to me under astreetlamp and |
see her eyes, large and gleaming with wet, and her hair dusted with deet. She has no mittens on. She
throws her arms around me, and as she doesthisthe Virgin Mary is suddenly gone. Pain and cold shoot
back into me. | start to shiver violently.

“I fdlin,” | say. “1 was getting my hat.” My voice sounds thick, the words mumbled. Something iswrong
with my tongue.

My mother does not say, Where have you been? or Why are you so late? She says, “Where are your
overshoes?’ They are down in the ravine, covering over with snow. | have forgotten them, and my hat as
well.

“It fell over thebridge,” | say. | need to get thislie over with as soon as possible. Telling the truth about
Corddiais dill unthinkable for me.



My mother takes off her coat and wrapsit around me. Her mouth istight, her face isfrightened and angry
at the sametime. It’sthe look she used to have when we would cut oursalves, along time ago, up north.
She puts her arm under my armpit and hurriesme along. My feet hurt a every step. | wonder if | will be
punished for going down into the ravine.

When we reach the house my mother pedls off my soggy haf-frozen clothes and puts me into alukewarm
bath. Shelooks carefully at my fingers and toes, my nose, my ear lobes. “Where were Grace and
Corddia? sheasksme. “Did they seeyou fal in?’

“No,” | say. “They weren't there.”

| can tell she' sthinking about phoning their mothers no matter what 1 do, but | am too tired to care. “A
lady helped me,” | say.

“What lady?’ says my mother, but | know better than to tell her. If | say whoiit really was | won't be
believed. “Just alady,” | say.

My mother says|’m lucky | don’t have severe frogthite. | know about frostbite: your fingers and toesfal
off, as punishment for drink. She feeds me a cup of milky teaand puts meinto bed with a hot water
bottle and flanndl ette sheets, and spreads two extra blankets on top. | am il shivering. My father has
come home and | hear them talking in low, anxious voices out in the halway. Then my father comesin
and puts his hand on my forehead, and fades to a shadow.

| dream I’ m running along the street outside the schooal. I’ ve done something wrong. It' sautumn, the
leaves are burning. A lot of people are chasing after me. They’ re shouting.

Aninvisible hand takes mine, pulls upward. There are sepsinto theair and | go up them. No one else
can see where the steps are. Now I'm standing in the air, out of reach above the upturned faces. They're
gtill shouting but | can no longer hear them. Their mouths close and open silently, like the mouths of fish.

| am kept home from schoal for two days. Thefirst day | liein bed, floating in the glassy ddlicate clarity
of fever. By the second day | am thinking about what happened. | can remember Cordeliathrowing my
blue knitted hat over the bridge, | remember faling through the ice and then my mother running toward
me with her deety hair. All these things are certain, but in between them there’ s a hazy space. The dead
people and the woman in the cloak are there, but in the sameway dreams are. I’ m not sure, now, that it
redly wastheVirgin Mary. | believeit but | no longer know it.

I’m given aget-well card with violets on it from Carol, shoved through the letter dot. On the weekend
Corddiacalls me on the telephone. “Wedidn't know you fell in,” she says. “We re sorry we didn't wait.
We thought you were right behind us.” Her voiceis careful, precise, rehearsed, unrepentant.

| know she’ stold some story that conceals what really happened, as| have. | know that this apology has
been exacted from her, and that | will be madeto pay for it later. But she has never apologized to me
before. This apology, however fake, makes me feel not stronger but weaker. | don’t know what to say.

“It' sokay,” iswhat | manage. | think | meaniit.

When | go back to school, Corddiaand Grace are palite but distant. Carol is more obvioudly frightened,
or interested. “My mother says you almost froze to degth,” she whispers aswe stand in line, two by two,
waiting for the bell. “1 got a spanking, with the hairbrush. | redly got it.”

The snow is melting from the lawns; mud regppears on thefloors, at schoal, in the kitchen at home.
Corddiacirclesmewarily. | catch her eyes on me, consdering, as we wak home from school.
Conversationis artificialy normal. We stop at the store for licorice whips, which Carol buys. Aswe stroll



aong, sucking inlicorice, Corddiasays, “I think Elaine should be punished for telling on us, don’t you?’

“I didn'ttdl,” I say. I nolonger fed the sinking in my gut, the held-back tearfulnessthat such afase
accusation would once have produced. My voiceisflat, cam, reasonable.

“Don’'t contradict me,” Cordeliasays. “Then how come your mother phoned our mothers?’
“Y eah, how come?’ says Carol.

“I don’'t know and | don’'t care,” | say. I’'m amazed at mysdif.

“You'rebeing insolent,” says Corddia “Wipethat smirk off your face.”

| am till acoward, dill fearful; none of that has changed. But | turn and walk away from her. It slike
stepping off acliff, beieving the air will hold you up. And it does. | seethat | don’'t have to do what she
says, and, worse and better, I’ ve never had to do what she says. | can do what | like.

“Don’'t you darewak away on us,” Corddiasays behind me. “Y ou get back here right now!” | can hear
thisfor what it is. It san imitation, it’ sacting. It's an impersonation, of someone much older. It' sagame.
There was never anything about me that needed to be improved. It was dwaysagame, and | have been
fooled. | have been stupid. My anger isas much at myself asat them.

“Ten stacks of plates,” says Grace. Thiswould once have reduced me. Now | find it Silly.

| keep walking. | fed daring, light-headed. They are not my best friends or even my friends. Nothing
binds meto them. | am free,

They follow aong behind me, making comments on theway | walk, on how | look from behind. If | were
to turn | would see them imitating me. “ Stuck up! Stuck up!” they cry. | can hear the hatred, but dso the

need. They need mefor this, and | no longer need them. | am indifferent to them. There’ s something hard
inme, crystaline, akernd of glass. | crossthe street and continue along, esting my licorice,

| stop going to Sunday schoal. | refuse to play with Grace or Corddiaor even Carol after school. | no
longer walk home over the bridge, but the long way around, past the cemetery. When they comeina
group to the back door to collect me | tell them I'm busy. They try kindness, to lure me back, but | am
no longer susceptibleto it. | can seethe greed intheir eyes. It'sasif | can seeright into them. Why was|
unableto do this before?

| spend alot of time reading comic booksin my brother’sroom when heisn't there. | would liketo climb
up skyscrapers, fly with acape, burn holesin metal with my fingertips, wear amask, seethrough walls. |
would liketo hit people, criminds, each fist making ared or yellow light-burst. Kapow. Krac. Kaboom.
| know that | have the will to do these things. | intend to do them somehow.

At school | make friendswith adifferent girl, whose nameis Jill. Sheisinterested in other kinds of games,
games of paper and wood. We go to her house and play Old Maid, Snap, Pick Up Sticks. Grace and
Corddiaand Carol hang around the edges of my life, enticing, jeering, growing paer and paer every
day, lessand less subgtantid. | hardly hear them any more because | hardly listen.

Eight —Half a Face
Chapter 37

For along time, | would go into churches. | told mysdlf | wanted to seethe art; | didn’t know | was
looking for something. | wouldn't seek these churches out, even if they were in aguidebook and of



historic significance, and | would never go into them during services, infact | didiked theidea: it was
what wasin them, not what went on in them, that interested me. Mostly | would just see them by
accident and go into them on impulse.

Oncein, | paid little attention to the architecture, athough | knew the terms: clerestories and naves were
things I’ d written papers about. | would look at the stained-glasswindows, if any. | preferred Catholic
churches to Protestant ones, the more ornate the better, because there was more to look at. | liked the
shameless extravaganza: gold leaf and baroque excesses did not put me off.

| would read the inscriptions on walls, and carved into floors, a specia foible of rich Anglicanswho
thought they’ d get more points with God by being engraved. Anglicanstoo went in for tattered military
flags, and war memorias of other kinds.

But especidly | sought out statues. Statues of saints, and of crusaders on their biers, or those pretending
to be crusaders; effigies of dl kinds. Statues of the Virgin Mary | would save for last. | would approach
them with hope, but | was always disappointed. The statues were of no one | recognized. They were
dollsdressed up, ingpid in blue and white, pious and lifeless. Then | would not know why I’ d been
expecting to see something ese.

| went to Mexico thefirst time with Ben. It was aso our firgt trip together, our first time together; |
thought it might be only an interlude. | wasn't even surel wanted aman in my lifeagain; by that timel'd
exhausted the notion that the answer to aman isanother man, and | was out of breath. But it was arelief
to be with someone who was so uncomplicated, and essily pleased.

We were by ourselves, on atwo-week excursion that turned out to have something to do with Ben's
business. Sarah was staying with her best friend. We began in Veracruz, checking out shrimp and the
hotel s and cockroaches, then took acar up into the hills, looking as dways for something picturesque
and undervigited.

There was asmall town beside alake. The place was subdued, for Mexico, which had struck me as
viscerd, like abody turned insde out so the blood was on the outside. Perhaps it was the coolness, the
lake.

While Ben was ingpecting the market, searching for thingsto take pictures of, | went into the church. It
wasn't large, and looked poor. There was nobody init; it smelled of old stone, old neglect, mustiness. |
wandered around the outside aides, looking at the awkward Stations of the Cross, donein grubby oils,
amogt apaint by numbers. They were bad, but genuine: someone had meant them.

Then | saw the Virgin Mary. | didn’'t know it was her at first, because she was dressed not in the usua
blue or white and gold, but in black. She didn’t have acrown. Her head was bowed, her face in shadow,
her hands held out open at the sides. Around her feet were the stubs of candles, and al over her black
dresswere pinned what | thought at first were stars, but which were ingtead little brass or tin arms, legs,
hands, sheep, donkeys, chickens, and hearts.

| could see what these were for: shewasa Virgin of lost things, one who restored what was lost. She
was the only one of these wood or marble or plaster Virginswho had ever seemed &t all red to me.
There could be some point in praying to her, knegling down, lighting acandle. But | didn’t do it, because
| didn’t know what to pray for. What waslost, what | could pin on her dress.

Ben came after awhile and found me. “What' sthe matter?’ he said. “What' re you doing down on the
floor? Areyou dl right?’

“Yes” | sad. “Nothing. Just resting.”



| was chilled through from the stone, my muscles were cramped and tiff. I’ d forgotten how | got down
there.

My daughters, both of them, went through a phase when they would say So0? Meaning So what. It was
when thefirst one hit twelve or thirteen. They’ d fold their ams and stare a me, or at their friends, or at
each other. S0?

“Don’tdothat,” I'd say. “It' sdriving me crazy.”
1] &?i

Cordeliadid the same thing, at the same age. The same folded arms, the sameimmobile face, the
blank-eyed stare. Cordelial Put on your gloves, it's cold out. So? | can’'t come over, | haveto finish my
homework. So?

Corddlia, | think. Y ou made me believe | was nothing.
So?

To which thereis no answer.

Chapter 38

The summer comes and goes and then it’ sfall and then winter, and the King dies. | hear it on the news a
lunchtime. | walk back to school aong the snowy street, thinking, The King is dead. Now al thethings
that happened when he was aive are over and done with: the war, the planes with only one wing, the
mud outside our house, alot of things. | think of those heads of his, thousands of them, on the money,
which are now the heads of adead person instead of aliving one. The money will have to be changed,
and the postage stamps; they will have the Queen on them instead. The Queen used to be Princess
Elizabeth. | remember seeing her in photos, when she was much younger. | have some other memory of
her, but it’ sindistinct and makes me faintly uneesy.

Cordeliaand Grace have both skipped agrade. They' re now in Grade Eight, even though they’re only
eleven and the other onesin Grade Eight are thirteen. Carol Campbell and | are merdly in Grade Six. All
of usare a adifferent school now, onethat’ sfinaly been built on our Sde of the ravine, so wedon’t
have to take the school busin the mornings or eat our lunchesin the cellar or walk home over the
collapsing footbridge after school. Our new school isamodern one-story yellow brick building that looks
like apost office. It has soft-textured, eye-saving green blackboards instead of screechy black ones, and
tiled pastel floorsinstead of the old creaky wooden onesin Queen Mary. There are no BOY Sand
GIRL S doors, there are no separate playgrounds. Even the teachers are different: younger, more casua.
Some of them are young men.

I’'veforgotten things, I’ ve forgotten that I’ ve forgotten them. | remember my old school, but only dimly,
asif | waslast there five years ago instead of five months. | remember going to Sunday school, but not
the details. | know | don't like the thought of Mrs. Smeeth, but I’ ve forgotten why. I’ ve forgotten about
fainting and about the stacks of plates, and about falling into the creek and also about seeing the Virgin
Mary. I’ veforgotten all of the bad things that happened. Although | see Corddliaand Grace and Carol
every day, | remember none of those things; only that they used to be my friends, when | was younger,
before| had other friends. There's something to do with them, something like asentenceintiny dry print
on apage, flattened out, like the dates of ancient battles. Their names are like namesin afootnote, or
names written in spidery brown ink in the fronts of Bibles. Thereis no emotion attached to these names.
They'relike the names of distant cousins, people who livefar awvay, people | hardly know. Timeis
missing.



Nobody mentions anything about this missing time, except my mother. Oncein awhile she says, “That
bad time you had,” and | am puzzled. What is she talking about? | find these referencesto bad times
vaguely threatening, vaguely insulting: | am not the sort of girl who has bad times, | have good timesonly.
Therel am, inthe Grade Six class picture, smiling broadly. Happy as a clam, iswhat my mother saysfor
happy. | am happy asaclam: hard-shdled, firmly closed.

My parentslabor away at our house. Rooms are being constructed in the cdllar, gradualy and with alot
of hammering and sawing, in my father’s spare time; adarkroom, astoreroom for jarsand jellies and
jams. Thelawn isalawn now. In the garden they’ ve planted a peach tree, a pear tree, an asparagus bed,
rows and rows of vegetables. The borders are lush with flowers: tulips and daffodils, irises, peonies,
pinks, chrysanthemums, something for every season. Occasiondly | haveto help, but mostly | watch with
detachment as they upend themsalvesin the mud, digging and weeding, clay stains on the knees of their
pants. They'relike kidsin asandpile. | like the flowers, but know | would not go to such lengths, make
such efforts, get mysdlf so dirty to produce them.

The wooden footbridge over the ravineistorn down. Everyone saysit’s about time, it was getting so
unsafe. They’re going to replaceit with a bridge made of concrete. | go one day and stand at the top of
the hill on our side of the ravine, watching the bridge come down. There' sapile of rotten boards down
by the creek. The verticd pilesare till standing, like the trunks of dead trees, and part of the
cross-planking is attached to them, but the railings are gone. | have an uneasy feding, asif something's
buried down there, anameless, crucid thing, or asif there' s someone till on the bridge, |eft by mistake,
upintheair, unableto get to the land. But it' s obvious there’ sno one.

Cordeliaand Grace graduate and go elsewhere; Cordelia, it'srumored, to St. Sebastian’'s, aprivate
school for girls, Grace to ahigh school farther north which emphasizes math. She' sgood at adding things
up in nedt little rows. She il has her long braids when she graduates. Carol hangs around near the boys
at recess, and is often chased by two or three of them. They like to throw her into snowbanks and rub
snow into her face, or, when snow islacking, to tie her up with skipping ropes. When she runs avay
from them she flings her arms around alot. She runsin afunny wiggling way, dow enough to be caught,
and screams loudly when sheis. Shewearsatraining bra Sheisn't much liked by the other girls.

For Social Studies| do aproject on Tibet, where there are prayer wheels and reincarnation and women
have two husbands, and for Science | do different kinds of seeds. | have aboyfriend, asisthe fashion.
Occasiondly he sends me anote across the aide, written in very black pencil. Sometimes there are
parties, with awkward dancing and clumsy guffaws and horseplay by the boys, and wet, inexpert, toothy
kisses. My boyfriend carves my initidsinto the top of his new school desk and getsthe strap for it. He
getsthe drgp for other thingstoo. Thisisadmired. | seemy first televison set, which islike asmall
black-and-white puppet show of no great interest.

Carol Campbd| movesaway and | hardly notice. | skip Grade Seven and go straight into Grade Eight,
missing the Kings of England in chronological order, missing the circulatory system, leaving my boyfriend
behind. | get my hair cut. | want to do this. I’'m tired of having long wavy hair that hasto be held back by
barrettes or hairbands, I'm tired of being achild. | watch with satisfaction asmy hair falls away from me
likefog and my head emerges, sharper-featured, more clearly defined. I'm ready for high school, | want
to go thereright away.

| reorganize my room in preparation. | clear old toys out of my cupboard, | empty out dl the drawersin
my bureau. | find asolitary cat’s eye marble rolling around at the back of the drawer, and some old
dried-up chestnuts. Also ared plastic purse, which | remember getting for Christmas once. It’s ababyish
purse. It rattleswhen | pick it up; ingde there sanickel. | take the nickel out to spend, and put the
marbleinsdethe purse. | throw out the chestnuts.



| find my photo abum with the black pages. | haven't taken any pictures with my Brownie camerafor a
long time, so this abum has dipped from view. Stuck into it with the black triangles there are pictures|
can't recal taking. For instance, there are severa pictures of what 0ok like large boulders, beside alake.
Undernegth is printed, in white pencil: Daisy. Elsie. It'smy writing, but | don’t remember printing this.

| take these things down to the cellar and put them into the trunk, where old things go that are not thrown
out. My mother’ swedding dressisin there, severd pieces of ornate silver, some sepia-toned portraits of
people| don't know, a packet of bridge tallies with silk tassels on them, left over from before the war.
Some of our old drawings are in there, my brother’ s spaceships and red and gold explosions, my
delicate, old-fashioned little girls. | look at their pinafores and hair bows and their rudimentary faces and
hands with distaste. | don't like looking at things connected so closdy with my lifeasachild. | think these
drawings areinept: | can do much better now.

The day before thefirst day of high schoal the telephonerings. It's Corddia s Mummie; she wantsto
speak to my mother. | assumeit’s boring grown-ups business and go back to reading the newspaper on
theliving room floor. But after she puts the phone down, my mother comes into the room.

“Elaine” shesays. Thisisunusud, as she doesn't often use my name. She sounds solemn.

| look up from Mandrake the Magician. She looks down. “ That was Corddia s mother,” she says.
“Cordeliawill be going to your high school. Cordelia s mother wonders whether you girlswould like to
walk to school together.”

“Cordelia?’ | say. | haven’t seen or spoken to Corddiafor awhole year. She has vanished completely.
I’ve chosen that school because | can walk toit, instead of going on abus; so why not walk with
Corddia?“Okay,” | say.

“Areyou sure you want to?” my mother says, alittle anxioudy. She doesn’t say why Corddiawill be
coming to my school now and | don't ask.

“Why wouldn't 1?7’ | say. I'm dready diding into flippancy, which goeswith high school, but also | can't
see what she' s getting at. I’m being asked to do Cordelia, or Cordelia s mother, some kind of aminor
favor. My mother’ susud lineisthat you should do these favors when asked, so why is she hedging on
thisone?

She doesn’'t answer this. Instead she hovers. | go back to reading the comics. “Shall | call her mother
back, then, or would you like to spesk with Corddiayoursaf?’ she says.

“Youcancdl her,” | say. | add, “Please.” | have no particular wish to speak to Cordeliaright now.

The next morning | go to Cordelia s house, which is on the way to schoal, to pick her up. The door
opens and Corddiaisthere, but sheisno longer the same. She' sno longer angular and rangy; she's
grown full breastsand isheavier in the hips and face. Her hair islonger now, not a pageboy. She wearsit
inaponytall with small white cloth lilies of the valey wired around the dagtic band. She' sbleached a
peroxide streak into the bangs. She has orange lipstick, and orange nail polish to match. My own lipstick
ispae pink. Seeing Corddlia, | redlizethat | don’t look like ateenager, | look like akid dressed up as
one. | am dill thin, gtill flat. | have aferocious desireto be older.

Wewalk to school together, not saying much at firdt, past agas Sation, afunera parlor, thenamileadong
adtrip of shops, aWoolworth's, an 1.D.A. drugstore, afruit and vegetable shop, ahardware store, dl of
them side by sidein two-story flat-roofed yellow brick buildings. We hold our schoolbooks up against
our chests, our full cotton skirts brushing againgt our bare legs. Right now it’ sthe end of summer, when
al thelawnsare dull green or yelow and used up.



I’ve assumed Cordeliawould be agrade ahead of me. But sheisn’'t, she'sin the same grade now. She's
been expelled from St. Sebadtian’ sfor drawing a penison abat. Or thisiswhat she says. She saysthere
was alarge drawing of abat on the blackboard, with itswings outspread and just atiny bump between
itslegs. So she went up to the blackboard when the teacher was out of the room and rubbed out the little
bump and made abigger, longer one—"“Not that much bigger”—and the teacher came into the room and
caught her doing it.

“Isthat dl?’ | sa.

Not exactly. She dso printed Mr. Malder, neatly, underneath the bump. Mr. Mader wasthe teacher’s
name,

Probably thiswasn't dl shedid, but it'sdl she stdling about. As an afterthought she mentionsthat she
failed her year. “1 wastoo young for it,” she says. This sounds like something she’ s been told by other
people, her mother most likely. “1 was only twelve. They shouldn’t have skipped me.”

Now she' sthirteen. | am twelve. | too have been skipped. | begin to wonder if 1’1l end up the same way
ghe has, drawing penises on bats, failing my year.

Chapter 39

The school we go tois caled Burnham High Schooal. 1t s recently built, oblong in shape, flat-roofed,
undecorated, unrevealing, sort of like afactory. It' sthe latest thing in modern architecture. Inside, it has
long corridors with mottled floors of something that lookslike granite but isnot. Theyelowish wallsare
lined with dark-green lockers, and there' s an auditorium and aP.A. system.

Every morning we have announcements over the P.A. system. First we have aBible reading and prayers.
| bow my head during the prayers but | refuseto pray, though | don’t know why | do this. After the
prayersthe principa tells us of coming events, and he aso warns usto pick up our chewing gum
wrappers and not to moon around in the halls like old married couples. His nameis Mr. MacL eod,
athough everyone cals him Chrome Dome behind his back because he’ sbad on top; and he' s a Scot
by affiliation. Burnham High has a school plaid, aschool crest with athistle and a couple of those Scottish
knivesthey stick in their socks, and a Gaelic motto. The plaid, the crest, the motto, and the school colors
al belong to Mr. MacLeod' s personal clan.

In the front hal, dongside the Queen, hangs a portrait of Dame FloraMacLeod with her two

bagpi pe-playing grandsons, posed outside Dunvegan Castle. We are encouraged to think of this castle as
our ancestral home, and of Dame Floraas our spiritual leader. In choir we learn “ The Skye Boat Song,”
about Bonnie Prince Charlie escaping the genocida English. Welearn “ ScotsWha Hae,” and a poem
about amouse, which causes some snickering asit containsthe word breast. | think al this Scottishness
isnorma for high schools, never having gone to one before; and even the several Armenians, Greeks,
and Chinesein our school lose the edges of their differences, immersed aswedl areinamist of plaid.

| don’t know many people a this school and neither does Cordelia. In my graduating class from public
school there were only eight people, and in Corddia sthere were four. Soit’ saschool full of strangers.
In addition to that, we' re in different homerooms, so we don’t even have each other to rely on.

Everyonein my homeroom isbigger than | am. Thisisto be expected, because everyoneisaso older.
The girls have breasts and adrowsy, powdery, hot-day smell; the skin of their facesis dippery-looking,
dick with aily juice. I'mwary of them and didike the changing room where we have to put on the blue
cotton bloomer-bottomed gym suits with our names embroidered on the pockets. In there | fedl skinnier
than ever; when | catch sght of mysdlf inthemirror | can seetheribs below my collarbone. During
volleyball games, these other girlslollop and thunder around me, their voices outsized and raucous, their



new, extraflesh wobbling. | take care to keep out of their way, smply because they are bigger and might
knock me over. But I'm not really afraid of them. In away | despise them, because they are so much like
Carol Campbell, squeding and flinging themsel ves around.

Among the boysthere are afew pipsqueaks whose voices have not yet changed, but many of the boys
are gigantic. Some arefifteen, dmost sixteen. They have hair that’ s long at the sides and greased back
into ducktails, and they shave. Some of them look asif they shave alot. They gt at the back of the room
and stick their long legs out into the aide. They’ ve dready failed agrade, at least once; they’ ve given up
and been given up on, and they’ re doing time until they can leave. Although they call remarks at other
girlsin the hals and make kissing sounds at them, or dangle around their lockers, they pay no attention at
dl tome Tothem I’'mjust achild.

But | don’t fed younger than these people. In someways| fed older. In our Health book there sa
chapter on teenage emotions. According to this book, I'm supposed to be caught in awhirlwind of
teenage emotions, laughing one minute, crying the next, zooming around on aroller coaster, which isther
term. However, this description does not gpply to me. | am cam; | regard the antics of my fellow
Sudents, who act like the textbook, with acombination of scientific curiosity and amost matronly
indulgence. When Corddiasays, “Don’'t you think he' sadreamboat?’ | have a hard time understanding
what she means. Occasiondly | do cry for no reason, asit says you' re supposed to. But | can’t believein
my own sadness, | can't takeit serioudy. | watch myself crying inthe mirror, intrigued by the Sight of
tears.

At lunchtime st with Cordeliain the cafeteria, which is pale-colored, with long whitish tables. We eat
the lunchesthat have been sweltering in our school lockers adl morning and which taste faintly of gym
shoes, and drink chocolate milk through straws, and make what we consider to be witty, sarcastic
remarks to each other, about the other kids at the school, about the teachers. Cordelia has been to high
school for ayear aready and knows how to do this. She wears the collar of her blouse turned up and
affectsaderisvelaugh. “He sapill,” she says; or, “What acreep.” These are words that apply only to
boys. Girls can be tough, stuck-up or cheap, mousy or boy-crazy; or they can be brains and sucks and
brownnosers, like boys, if they are thought to study too much. But they can't be pillsand creeps. | like
theword pill. I think it refersto thelittle balls of wool that form on sweaters. Boyswho are pills have
sweaterslikethat. | take careto pick al such woolen balls off of my own swesters.

Corddiacollects glossy photos of movie stars and singers, which she sends away for, finding the
addresses of the fan clubs in movie magazines that advertise Frederick’ s of Hollywood peekaboo lingerie
at the back, and chocol ate-flavored tablets you chew to lose weight. She thumbtacks the photos to the
bulletin board over her desk and Scotch tapes them to the walls of her room. Whenever I'min therel
fed asif there sacrowd watching me, their glossy black-and-white eyes following me around the room.
Some of these pictures have signatures on them, and we examine them under the light to seeif the pen
has dented the paper. If not, they’ re only printed on. Cordelialikes June Allyson, but she aso likes Frank
Sinatraand Betty Hutton. Burt Lancaster isthe sexiest, according to Corddia.

On the way home from school we go to the record store and try out 78 recordsin the tiny cork-lined
booth. Sometimes Corddiawill buy arecord with her allowance, which islarger than mine, but most of
the time she just tries them out. She expects meto roll my eyesin ecstasy, the way she does; she expects
me to groan. She knows the ritual's, she knows how we' re supposed to be behaving, now that we'rein
high school. But | think these things are impenetrable and fraudulent, and | can’t do them without feding
I’m acting.

We take the records back to Corddia s house and put them on the record player in the living room, and
turn up the sound. Frank Sinatra appears, adisembodied voice, diding around on the tune like someone



dipping on amuddy sidewak. He dithers up to anote, hitsit, flails, recovers, oozesin the direction of
another note.

“Don’'t you just love theway he doesthat?’ says Corddia. Sheflings hersdf onto the chesterfidd, legs
across the arm, head hanging upside-down. She' s eating a doughnut covered with powdered sugar; the
sugar has come off on her nose. “| fed asif he' sright here, running his hand up and down my spine.”

1] Y%,” I w

Perdie and Mirrie comein, and Perdie says, “Not mooning over him again,” and Mirrie says, “Corddia
dear, would you mind turning down the sound?’ These days she speaksto Cordeliain tones of extra
sweetness and cdls her dear alot.

Perdieisin university now. She goesto frat parties. Mirrie' sin thelast year of high school, though not our
high school. They are both more charming and beautiful and sophisticated than ever. They wear
cashmere sweaters and pearl button earrings, and smoke cigarettes. They call them ciggie-poos. They
call eggs eggie-poos, and breskfast brekkers. If someoneis pregnant they say preggers. They cdl thelr
mother Mummie, till. They st and smoke their cigarettes and talk casudly and with amused,
semi-contemp tuous irony about their friends, who have names like Mickie and Bobbie and Poochie and
Robin. It'shard to figure out from the names whether these people are boys or girls.

“Areyou sufficiently sophonsfied?’ Perdie asks Corddia Thisisanew thing they’ ve taken to saying. It
means, have you had enough to eat? “ Those were supposed to befor dinner.” She means the doughnuts.

“Ther€ salot left,” says Corddia, still upside-down, wiping her nose.
“Corddia,” saysPerdie. “Don’t turn your collar up likethat. It's cheap.”
“It' snot cheap,” says Corddia. “It' ssharp.”

“Sharp,” says Perdie, ralling her eyes, blowing smoke from her nose. Her mouth islittle and plump and
curly a the edges. “ That soundslikeahair oil ad.”

Corddiastsaround right side up and sticks her tongue in the corner of her mouth and looks at Perdie.
“S0?’ shesaysat last. “What do you know? Y ou' re already over the hill.”

Perdie, who's old enough to drink cocktails with the grown-ups before dinner athough she' s not
supposed to do it in bars, curls up her mouth. “1 think high school’ sbad for her,” she saysto Mirrie.
“She sturning into ahardrock.” She pronounces thisword in amocking drawl, to show that it’ sthe sort
of word she hersalf has outgrown. “Pull up your socks, Corddia, or you'll flunk your year again. You
know what Daddy said last time.”

Corddiaflushes, and can't think what to say back.

Corddiabeginsto pinch things from stores. She doesn't call it stedling, she cdlsit pinching. She pinches
tubes of lipstick from Woolworth's, packets of licorice Nibs from the drugstore. She goesin and buys
some smdll item, such as bobby pins, and when the salesgirl has her back turned getting the change out of
thetill she dips something off the counter and hidesit under her coat or in her coat pocket. By thistime
it' sautumn, and we have long coats which flap againgt the backs of our legs, coats with baggy, outsize
patch pockets, good for pinching. Outside the store she shows me what she' s gotten away with. She
seemsto think there’ s nothing wrong in what she' sdoing; she laughs with delight, her eyes sparkle, her
cheeksareflushed. It' sasif she’'swon aprize.

The Woolworth’s has old wooden floors, stained from years of winter dush on peopl€ s boots, and dim



overhead lights that hang down from the ceiling on metal stlems. Nothing in it isanything wewould redly
want, except maybe the lipsticks. There are photo frames with strangely tinted pictures of movie sarsin
them to show what the frame would ook like with aphoto init; these stars have names like Raymon
Novarro and Linda Darnell, stars from some remote period severa years ago. There are cheesy hats,
old-lady hatswith veiling around them, and hair combs stuck with imitation rhinestones. Just about
everything in hereisimitation something ese. Wewalk up and down the aides, spraying oursdvesfrom
the cologne testers, rubbing the sample lipsticks on the backs of our hands, fingering the merchandise and
disparaging it in loud voices, while the middle-aged saledadiesglare a us.

Corddlia pinches apink nylon scarf and thinks she' s been seen by one of the glaring saledadies, sowe
don’t go back there for awhile. We go into the drugstore and buy Cream-sicles, and while I’ m paying
for them Cordelia pinches two horror comics. Aswe walk the rest of the way home from school we take
turns reading them out loud, dramatizing the partslike radio plays, pausing to shriek with laughter. We sit
on thelow stonewall in front of the funera parlor so we can both see the pictures, reading and laughing.

The comic books are drawn in great detail and garishly colored, with green and purple and sulfur-yellow
prevailing. Cordeliareads a story about two sisters, a pretty one and one who has a burn covering haf
her face. The burn is maroon-colored and wrinkled like adead apple. The pretty one has a boyfriend

and goes to dances, the burned one hates her and loves the boyfriend. The burned one hangs hersdlf in
front of amirror, out of jeadlousy. But her spirit goesinto the mirror, and the next time the pretty oneis
brushing her hair in front of that mirror, she looks up and there€’ s the burned one looking back at her. This
isashock and shefaints, and the burned one gets out of the mirror and into the pretty one' s body. She
takes over the body and fools the boyfriend, she even gets him to kiss her, but athough her faceis now
perfect, her reflection in that one mirror till shows her redl, ruined face. The boyfriend seesit. Luckily he
knowswheat to do. He freaks the mirror.

“Sob, sob,” says Corddia. “Oh, Bob...it was...horrible. Never mind, my darling, it' sal over now.
She' sgone...back...to where she came from...forever. Now we can truly be together, without fear.
Clinch. The End. Oh, puke!”

| read one about a man and awoman who drown at sea but find they aren’t dead exactly. Instead they
are enormoudly bloated and far, and living on adesert idand. They don’t love each other any more
because of being so fat. Along comes aship and they waveto it. “They don't seeus! They're passng
right through us! Oh no...that must mean...we' re condemned to be thisway forever! Isthere no way
out?'

In the next picture they’ ve hanged themselves. The fat bodies are dangling from one of the palm trees,
and their previousthin bodies, wispy-looking and dressed in faling-gpart bathing suits, are holding hands
and waking into the ocean. “Clinch. The End.”

“Oh, double puke,” says Cordelia.

Corddiareads one about adead man coming back out of aswamp, covered with dripping, pedling-off
flesh, to strangle the brother who pushed him into the swamp in the first place, and | read one about a
man picking up abeautiful girl hitchhiker who turns out to have been dead for ten years. Cordeliareads
one about a man who gets cursed by a voodoo witch doctor and grows abig red lobster claw on his
hand, which turns on him and attacks him.

When we get to Corddia s house, Corddliadoesn’t want to take the horror comicsinside with her. She
says someone might find them and wonder where she got them. Even if they think she bought them, she'll
beintrouble. So | end up taking them home with me. It doesn’t occur to ether of usto throw them ouit.



Oncel get them home, | redize don't want them in them in the daylight, but | don’t like the idea of them
lying there, right in my bedroom, while I’ m adeep. | think of them glowing in the dark, with alurid
sulfur-ydlow light; I think of curling wisps of mist coming out of them and materiaizing on top of my
bureau. I'm afraid I'll find out that there’ s someone el se trgpped inside my body; I’ll ook into the
bathroom mirror and see the face of another girl, someone who looks like me but has haf of her face
darkened, the skin burned away.

| know these thingswon'’t really happen, but | don’t like the thought. Nor do | want to throw the comics
away; that would be | etting them loose, they might go out of control. So | take them into Stephen’ sroom
and dide them in among his own old comic books, which are still there, stacked up under hisbed. He
never reads them any more, so hewon't find these ones. Whatever emanations may seep from them at
night, hewill beimperviousto them. In my opinion heis up to things, which includesthings of thiskind.

Chapter 40

It's Sunday evening. There' safirein thefireplace; the drapes are drawn against the heavy November
darkness. My father sitsin the easy chair marking drawings of spruce budworms cut open to show their
digestive systems, my mother has made grilled cheese squares with bacon on them. We relistening to
“The Jack Benny Show” on theradio, which is punctuated by snging commerciasfor Lucky Strike
cigarettes. On this show thereisaman who talks in araspy voice and another onewho says“Picklein
the middle and the mustard on top.” | have no ideathat thefirst one is supposed to be black and the
second one Jewigh; | think they just have funny voices.

Our old radio with the green eye has vanished, and a new, blond one has appeared, in asmooth
unornamented cabinet that holds along-playing record player aswell. We have little wooden nesting
tablesfor our plates with the cheese squares; these tables are blond a so, with legs that are wide at the
top and taper down without abump or curlicue, no dust catchers. They look like the legs of fat women
asthey appear in comic books: no knees, no ankles. All this blond wood isfrom Scandinavia. Our
slverware has descended to the steamer trunk. Inits place there is new silverware, which isnot silver but
dainlessded.

These items have been chosen, not by my mother, but by my father. He picks out my mother’s
dressing-up clothes aswell; my mother, laughing, saysthat adl her tasteisin her mouth. Asfar assheis
concerned achair isthereto sit down on, and she couldn’t care less whether it has pink petuniasonit or
purple polkadots, aslong asit doesn't collapse. It' s asif, like acat, she cannot see things unlessthey are
moving. Sheis becoming even more indifferent to fashion, and strides around in improvised getups, aski
jacket, an old scarf, mitts that don’t match. She says she doesn’'t care what it looks like aslong asit
keeps out thewind.

Worse, she' staken up ice dancing; she goesto classes at the local indoor rink, and tangos and waltzesin
time to tinny music, holding hands with other women. Thisis mortifying but at least she doesit indoors,
where no one can see her. | can only hope she won'’t take to practicing, later when it’ sreally winter, on
the outdoor rink, where somebody | might know could see her. But sheisn’t even aware of the chagrin
this could cause. She never says, What will people think? the way other mothers do, or are supposed
to. She says she doesn’'t give a hoot.

| think thisisirresponsible of her. At the sametime, the word hoot pleases me. It makes my mother into
anon-mother, a sort of mutant owl. | have become picky about my own clothes, and given to looking at
myself from behind with the aid of ahand mirror: athough | may appear dl right from the front, treachery
could sneak up on me: aloose thread, adropped hem. Not giving a boot would bealuxury. It
describesthefineg, irreverent carelessness | mysdlf would like to cultivate, in these and other matters.



My brother sitsin one of the taper-legged blond chairs that go with the tables. He has become bigger and
older, al of asudden, when | wasn't looking. He has arazor now. Becauseit’s the weekend and he
hasn't shaved, he has aline of fine bristles poking out of the skin around his mouth. He'sgot on his
moccasins, old ones he wears around the house, with holes worn under the big toes, and his V-neck
maroon sweeter with the ravels coming off the elbows. He ressts my mother’ s effortsto mend this
swester or replace it. My mother says frequently that she doesn’t give ahoot about clothes, but this
indifference does not extend to holes, frayed edges, or dirt.

My brother’ s ragged sweater and sievelike moccasins are the clothes he studiesin. On weekdays he has
to wear ajacket and tie and gray flannels, al or which are required at his school. He can't have a
ducktail, like the boys at my school, or even acrewcut: his hair is shaved up the back of the neck and
parted at one sde, like the hair of English choirboys. Thistoo isaschool requirement. With hishair cut
thisway helookslike an illustration from an adventure book of the 1920s or earlier, of whichtherearea
number in our cellar, or like an Allied air officer from a comic book. He hasthat kind of nose, that kind
of chin, athough thinner: clean-cut, good-looking, old-fashioned. His eyes are like that too, apiercing,
dightly fanatical blue. His scorn for boyswho give a hoot about how they look is devastating. He calls
them fruity clotheshorses.

His school isaprivate schoal for brainy boys, though not an expensive one: you get in by passing tough
exams. My parents asked me, alittle anxioudly, if | wanted to go to aprivate school for girls; they thought
I"d fed left out if they didn’t make the effort for metoo. | know about these schools, where you haveto
wear kiltsand play field hockey. | said they were for snobs and had low academic standards, which was
true. But infact | wouldn't be caught dead in agirls school. Theideafills mewith claustrophobic panic: a
school with nothing in it but girlswould be like atrap.

My brother islistening to Jack Benny too. As he listens, he stuffs the cheese squares into his mouth with
hisleft hand, but hisright hand holds a pencil, and thishand is never gtill. He hardly looks at the scrap

pad on which he' sdoodling, but oncein awhile he tears off a sheet and crumplesit up. These crumpled
notes land on the floor. When | gather them up to put them into the wastebasket after the show, | see that
they’ re covered with numbers, long lines of numbers and symbolsthat go on and on, likewriting, likea
letter in code.

My brother sometimes has friends over. They St in hisroom with the chess table between them, not
moving except for their hands, which lift, hover over the board, plunge down. Sometimesthey grunt or
say “Aha’ or “Tradeyou” or “Got you back”; or they exchange new, obscure good-natured insults:
“Yousurd!” “You square root!” *Y ou throwback!” The captured chess pieces, knights and pawns and
bishops, line up on the outskirts of the board. Oncein awhile, to see how the gameisgoing, | bringin
glasses of milk and vanilla-chocolate pinwhedl cookieswhich I’'ve made out of the Betty Crocker
Picture Cookbook. Thisisaform of showing-off on my part, but it doesn’t get much response. They
grunt, drink the milk with their left hands, Stuff in the cookies, their eyes never leaving the board. The
bishops topple, the queen fals, the king isencircled. “Matein two,” they say. A finger comes down,
knocks over theking. “Best of five”” And they Start again.

In the evenings my brother studies. Sometimes he does thisin a curious way. He stands on his head, to
improve the circulation to hisbrain, or he throws spitbdls a the celling. The areaaround his celling light
fixtureis pimply with little wads of once-chewed paper. At other times he indulgesin manic bouts of
physica activity: he splits huge piles of kindling, much more than isneeded, or goes running down in the
ravine, wearing disgraceful baggy pants and aforest-green swesater even more unraveled than his maroon
one, and frayed gray running shoesthat look like the kind you see one of in vacant lots. He sayshe's
training for the marathon.



A lot of thetime my brother doesn’t seem aware of me. He sthinking about other things, solemn things
that are important. He sits at the dinner table, his right hand moving, pinching abreadcrust into pellets,
garing a the wall behind my mother’ shead, on which thereisapicture of three milkweed podsin avase,
while my father explainswhy the human raceis doomed. Thistimeit’s because we ve discovered insulin.
All the diabetics aren’t dying the way they used to, they’ re living long enough so that they’ re passing the
diabetes on to their children. Soon, by the law of geometric progression, we'll al be diabetics, and since
insulinis made from cows  stomachs the whole world will be covered with insulin-producing cows, the
partsthat aren’t covered with human beings, who are reproducing much too rapidly for their own good
anyway. The cows burp methane gas. Far too much methane gas is entering the atmosphere aready, it
will choke out the oxygen and perhaps cause the entire earth to become a giant greenhouse. The polar
seaswill melt and New Y ork will be under six feet of water, not to mention many another coastdl city.
Also we have to worry about deserts, and erosion. If we don't get burped to death by the cowswe'll
end up like the Sahara Desert, says my father cheerfully, finishing up the meetl oaf .

My father has nothing against diabetics, or cows elther. He just likesfollowing chains of thought to their
logica conclusions. My mother saysit’s coffee soufflé for dessert.

Once my brother would have been more interested in the fate of the human race. Now he saysthat if the
sun went supernovait would be eight minutes before we' d seeit. He staking the long-range view.
Sooner or later we' re going to be a cinder anyway, heimplies, so why worry about afew cows more or
less? Although he till collects butterfly sightings, he's moving farther and farther away from biology. In
the larger picture, we' rejust alittle green scuzz on the surface, says my brother.

My father edts his coffee soufflé, frowning alittle. My mother tactfully pours him acup of tea. | seetha
the future of the human race is a battleground, that Stephen has won a point and my father has lost one.
Whoever caresthe most will lose.

| know more about my father than | used to know: | know he wanted to be apilot in the war but could
not, because the work he did was considered essentia to the war effort. How spruce budworms could
be essentia to the war effort | have not yet figured out, but apparently they were. Maybe thisiswhy he
aways drives so fast, maybe he' s heading for takeoff.

| know he grew up on afarm in the backwoods of Nova Scotia, where they didn’t have running water or
eectricity. Thisiswhy he can build things and chop things. everyone there could use an ax and asaw. He
did his high school courses by correspondence, Sitting at the kitchen table and studying by the light of a
kerosene lamp; he put himsdlf through university by working in lumber camps and cleaning out rabbit
hutches, and was so poor that he lived in atent in the summers to save money. He used to play country
fiddle at square dances and was twenty-two before he heard an orchestra. All thisisknown, but
unimaginable. Also | wish | did not know it. | want my father to be just my father, the way he has dways
been, not a separate person with an earlier, mythologica life of his own. Knowing too much about other
people putsyou in their power, they have aclaim on you, you are forced to understand their reasons for
doing things and then you are weakened.

| harden my heart toward the fate of the human race, and caculate in my head how much money I’ll need
to saveto buy anew lamb’ sswool swester. In Home Economics, which really means cooking and
saewing, I’ ve learned how to ingtdl azipper and make aflat-fell seam, and now | make alot of my clothes
mysdlf becauseit’ s chegper, dthough they don’'t dways turn out exactly like the picture on the front of
the pattern. | get very little help from my mother on the fashion front, because whatever | wear she saysit
lookslovely, aslong asit hasno visblerents.

For advice | turn to Mrs. Finestein next door, for whom | baby-sit on weekends. “Blueisyour color,
honey,” she says. “Very gorgeous. And cerise. You'd look stunning in cerise.” Then she goes out for the



evening with Mr. Finestein, her hair upswept, her mouth vivid, teetering in her tiny shoeswith high hedls,
jingling with bracelets and dangly gold earrings, and | read The Little Engine That Could to Brian
Finestein and tuck him into bed.

Sometimes Stephen and | il get stuck doing the dishes together, and then he remembers he smy
brother. | wash, he dries, and he asks me benign, avuncular, maddening questions, such ashow do | like
Grade Nine. Heisin Grade Eleven, stairways and stairways above me; he doesn’t havetorubitin.

But on some of these dish-drying nights he revertsto what | consider to be histrue self. Hetdlsmethe
nicknames of the teachersat his schoal, al of which are rude, such as The Armpit or The Human Stool.
Or weinvent new swearwords together, words that suggest an unspecific dirtiness. “Frut,” he says. |
counter with “pronk,” which | tell him isaverb. We lean against the kitchen counter, doubled over with
laughter, until our mother comesinto the kitchen and says, “What are you two kids up to?’

Sometimes he decidesthat it’ s his duty to educate me. He has alow opinion of mogt girls, it seems, and
doesn’'t want me turning into one of the ordinary kind. He doesn’t want me to be a pin-headed fuzzbrain.
Hethinks|’min danger of becoming vain. In the mornings he stands outsi de the bathroom door and asks
if I can bear to unsgtick mysdlf from the mirror.

Hethinks| should develop my mind. In order to help me do this, he makes aM6bius strip for me by
cutting out along dip of paper, twisting it once and gluing the ends together. This Mébius strip has only
one side, you can proveit by running your finger aong the surface. According to Stephen, thisisaway of
visudizing infinity. He draws me aKlein bottle, which has no outside and no inside, or rather the outsde
and the insde are the same. | have more trouble with the Klein bottle than the M ébius strip, probably
becauseit’' sabottle, and | can't think of a bottle that isn’t intended to contain something. | can’'t seethe
point of it.

Stephen says he' sinterested in the problems of two-dimensiona universes. He wants me to imagine what
athree-dimensiona universe would look like to someone who was perfectly flat. If you sood ina
two-dimensional universe you would only be perceived at the point of intersection, you' d be percelved as
two oblong discs, two two-dimensiona cross sections of your own feet. Then there arefive-dimensiona
universes, seven-dimensiona ones. | try very hard to picture these but | can’t seem to get past three.

“Why three?’ says Stephen. Thisisafavorite technique of his, asking me questions to which he knows
the answers, or other answers.

“Because that’show many thereare,” | say.

“That’ s how many we perceive, you mean,” he says. “We relimited by our own sensory equipment.
How do you think afly seestheworld?’ | know how afly perceivestheworld, I’ ve seen many flies
eyes, through microscopes. “Infacets,” | say. “But each facet would gtill have only three dimensions.”

“Point taken,” he says, which makes mefed grown-up, worthy of this conversation. “But actudly we
perceivefour.”

“Four?’ | say.

“Timeisadimension,” hesays. “You can't separate it from space. Space-timeiswhat welivein.” He
says there are no such things as discrete objects which remain unchanged, set apart from the flow of time.
He says space-timeis curved and that in curved space-time the shortest distance between two pointsis
not astraight line but aline following the curve. He says that time can be stretched or shrunk, and that it
runs faster in some places than in others. He saysthat if you put oneidentical twin in a high-speed rocket
for aweek, he' d come back to find his brother ten years older than heishimsdf. | say | think that would



be sad.

My brother smiles. He saysthe universeis like a dot-covered balloon that’ s being blown up. The dots
arethe gars; they’ re moving farther and farther away from one another dl the time. He saysthat one of
theredlly interesting questionsiswhether the universeisinfinite and unbounded, or infinite but bounded,
likethe baloonidea All I canthink of in connection with aballoon isthe exploson when it bresks.

He saysthat space is mostly empty and that matter is not really solid. It’ sjust abunch of widdy spaced
atoms moving at greater or lesser speeds. Anyway, matter and energy are aspects of each other. It' sasif
everything ismade of solid light. He saysthat if we knew enough we could walk through walls asif they
wereair, if we knew enough we could go faster than light, and at that point space would becometime
and time would become space and we would be able to travel through time, back into the past.

Thisisthefirg of theseideas of histhat hasredly interested me. I' d like to see dinosaurs and agood
many other things, such asthe Ancient Egyptians. On the other hand there’ s something menacing about
thisnotion. I’'m not so sure | want to travel back into the past. I’ m not so sure | want to be that
impressed, ether, by everything he says. It gives him too much of an advantage. Anyway itisn'ta
sensbleway to tak. A lot of it sounds like comic books, the kind with ray guns.

So | say, “What good would that be?’
Hesmiles. “If you could do it, you' d know you could do it,” iswhat he says.

| tell Corddiathat Stephen sayswe could walk through walsif we knew enough. Thisisthe only one of
hislatest ideas | can trust myself to expound, at the moment. The rest are too complicated, or bizarre.

Corddialaughs. She saysthat Stephen isabrain and that if he weren't so cute he' d be apill.

Stephen has asummer job this summer, teaching canoeing a aboys camp, but | don't, becauseI’'m
only thirteen. | go with my parents up to the north, near Sault Ste. Marie, where my father is overseeing
an experimental colony of tent caterpillarsin screened-in cages.

Stephen writes meletters, in pencil, on pages torn from lined workbooks, in which he ridicules everything
he can get his hands on, including hisfelow camp ingtructors and the girls they go drooling around after
on their days off. He describes these ingtructors with pimples popping from their skins, fangs sprouting in
their mouths, their tongues hanging out like those of dogs, their eyes crossed in permanent, girl-inspired
imbecility. This makesmethink | have power, of asort. Or will haveit: | too amagirl. | go fishing by
mysdlf, mostly so I’ll have something to put in my lettersto him. Other than that | don’'t have much to tell.

Corddiaslettersareinred ink, black in color. They arefull of superlatives and exclamation marks. She
dots her I’ swith little round circles, like Orphan Annie eyes, or bubbles. She sgnsthem with thingslike,
“Yourstill NiagaraFals,” “Y ourstill the cookie crumbles,” or “Y ourstill the seawears rubber pantsto
keep its bottom dry.”

“l am so bored!!!” she writes, with triple underlining. She sounds enthusiastic even about boredom. And
yet her burbly style does not ring true. | have seen her, sometimes, when she thinks I’ m not looking: her
face goes dill, remote, unreflecting. It' sasif she snot insdeit. But then she'll turn and laugh. “Don’'t you
just love it when they roll up their deeves and tuck the cigarette pack insgde?’ she'll say. “That takes
biceps!” And she will be back to normal.

| fed asif I'm marking time. | swim in thelake provided, and et raisins and crackers spread thickly with
peanut butter and honey while reading detective stories, and sulk because there' s no one my age around.
My parents relentless cheer isno comfort. It would dmost be better if they could be as surly as| am, or



surlier; thiswould make mefed more ordinary.
Nine- Leprosy
Chapter 41

In late morning the phone wakes me. It's Charna. “Hey,” she says. “We made the front page of
Entertainment, and three, count them, three pictures! It'sared rave!”

| shudder at her idea of arave; and what does she mean, we? But she's pleased: I've graduated from
Living to Entertainment, thisisagood sign. | remember when | had ideas about eternal greatness, when |
wanted to be Leonardo da Vinci. Now I'm in with the rock groups and the latest movie. Art iswhat you
can get away with, said somebody or other, which makesit sound like shoplifting or some other minor
crime. And maybethat’sdl it ever was, or is. akind of seding. A hijacking of the visua.

| know it will be bad news. Still, | can’'t resist. | pull on my clothes, go down in search of the nearest
paper box. | do have the decency to wait until | get upstairs before | open the paper.

The bold print says: CROTCHETY ARTIST STILL HASPOWER TO DISTURB. | take note: artist
ingtead of painter, theforeboding still, sign-pointing the way to senility. Andrea the acorn-headed
ingénue getting her own back. I’'m surprised she' d use an ol d-fashioned word like crotchety. It manages
to suggest both crotches and crocheting, both of which seem appropriate. But probably she didn’t write
the headline.

There are indeed three photos. Oneis of my head, shot alittle from beneath so it looks asif | havea
double chin. The other two are of paintings. Oneis of Mrs. Smesth, bare-naked, flying heavily through
the air. The church spire with the onion on it isin the distance. Mr. Smeath is stuck to her back like an
asparagus bestle, grinning like amaniac; both of them have shiny brown insect wings, done to scale and
meticuloudy painted. Erbug, The Annunciation, it's called. The other isof Mrs. Smeath by hersdlf, with
asckle-moon paring knife and a skinless potato, unclad from the waist up and the thighsdown. Thisis
from the Empire Bloomers series. The newspaper photos don't do these paintings justice, because
there’ sno color. They look too much like snapshots. | know that in redl life the bloomers on Mrs.
Smeath are an intense indigo blue that took me weeksto get right, a blue that appearsto radiate adark
and gtifling light.

| scan thefirg paragraph: “Eminent artist Elaine Ridey returns to hometown Toronto thisweek for along
overdue retrospective.” Eminent, the mausoleum word. | might aswell climb onto the marble dab right
now and pull the bedsheet over my head. There are the usua misquotations, nor does my blue jogging
Uit escape comment. “ Elaine Ridey, looking anything but formidable in a powder-blue jogging suit that’s
seen better days, nevertheess can come out with afew pungent and deliberately provocative comments
on women today.”

| suck in some coffee, skip to the last paragraph: the inevitable eclectic, the obligatory post-feminist, a
however and a despite. Good old Toronto bet hedging and qudification. A blistering attack would be
preferable, someflying fur, alittle fire and brimstone. That way | would know I’ m il dive.

| think savagely of the opening. Perhaps| should be deliberately provocative, perhaps| should confirm
their degpest suspicions. | could strap on some of Jon’s axmurder specid effects, the burnt face with its
one peeled bloodshot eye, the plastic blood-squirting arm. Or dip my feet into the hollow casts of feet
and lurchin like something from amad scientist movie.

| won't do these things, but thinking about them is soothing. It distances the entire thing, reducesit to a
farce or prank, in which | have no involvement aside from mockery.



Corddiawill seethis piecein the paper, and maybe she will laugh. Even though she' s not in the phone
book, she must ill be around here somewhere. It would be like her to have changed her name. Or
maybe she' s married; maybe she’ s married more than once. Women are hard to keep track of, most of
them. They dip into other names, and sink without atrace.

At any rate she'll seethis. She'll know it'sMrs. Smesath, shell get akick out of that. She'll know it' sme,
and she'll come. She'll comein the door and she'll see hersdlf, titled, framed, and dated, hanging on the
wall. Shewill be unmistakable: thelong line of jaw, the dightly crooked lip. She appearsto bein aroom,
aone aroomwith wals of apastel green.

Thisisthe only picture | ever did of Cordelia, Corddiaby hersdf. Half a Face, it' scdled: an odd title,
because Corddia sentirefaceisvisible. But behind her, hanging on thewall, likeemblemsinthe
Renaissance, or those heads of animals, moose or bear, you used to find in northern bars, is another face,
covered with awhite cloth. The effect is of atheatrica mask. Perhaps.

| had trouble with this picture. It was hard for meto fix Corddiain onetime, at one age. | wanted her
about thirteen, looking out with that defiant, amogt belligerent stare of hers. So?

But the eyes sabotaged me. They aren’t strong eyes, the ook they give the face istentative, hesitant,
reproachful . Frightened.

Corddliaisafraid of me, inthispicture.
| am afraid of Corddia

I’'m not afraid of seeing Corddia. I'm afraid of being Cordelia. Because in some way we changed places,
and I’ ve forgotten when.

Chapter 42

After the summer I'min Grade Ten. Although I’ m il shorter, till younger, | have grown. Specificdly,
I’ve grown breasts. | have periods now, like norma girls; | too am among the knowing, | too can Sit out
volleyball games and go to the nurse’ sfor aspirin and waddle dong the halswith a pad like aflattened
rabbit tail wadded between my legs, sopping with liver-colored blood. There are satisfactionsin this. |
shave my legs, not because there’ s much to shave but because it makes mefed good. | St in the bathtub,
scraping away at my caves, which | wish were thicker, bulgier, like the calves of cheerleaders, while my
brother mutters outside.

“Mirror, mirror onthewall, who isthe most beautiful of al?” he says.
“Go away,” | say tranquilly. I now havethat privilege.

In school | am silent and watchful. | do my homework. Cordelia plucks her eyebrows into two thin lines,
thinner than mine, and paints her nails Fire and Ice. Sheloses things, such as combs and aso her French
homework. She laughs raucoudy in the hals. She comes up with new, complicated swearwords:
excrement of the ungulate, she says, meaning bullshit, and great flaming blue-eyed bald-headed
Jesus. Shetakes up smoking and gets caught doing it in the girls' washroom. It must be hard for the
teachers, looking, to figure out why we are friends, what we' re doing together.

Today on the way home it snows. Big soft caressing flakesfal onto our skin like cold moths; the air fills
with feathers. Cordeliaand | are elated, we racket aong the sdewak through the twilight while the cars
drift past us, hushed and dowed by the snow. We sing:

Remember the name



Of Lydia Pinkham,
Whose remedies for women brought her FAME!

Thisisasnging commercia from theradio. We don't know what Lydia Pinkham’ sremedies are, but
anything that says “for women” on it hasto do with monthly blood or some equaly unspeskable femae
thing, and so wethink it’ sfunny. Alsowesing:

Leprosy,

Night and day you torture me,
There goes my eyeball

Into my highball....

Ords

Part of your heart,
That’swhat I’ m eating now,
Too bad we bad to part....

We sing these, and other parodies of popular songs, al of which wethink are very witty. We run and
dide, in our rubber boots with the tops turned down, and make snowballs which we throw at lampposts,
at fire hydrants, bravely at passing cars, and as close aswe dare at people walking on the sidewalk,
women most of them, with shopping bags or dogs. We have to set our school books down to make the
snowballs. Our am is poor and we don't hit much of anything, though we hit awoman in afur coat, from
behind, by mistake. She turns and scowls at us and we run away, around a corner and up aside street,
laughing so much with terror and embarrassment we can hardly stand up. Corddiathrows hersdlf
backward onto a snow-covered lawn. “The evil eyel” she shrieks. For somereason | don't like the sight
of her lying therein the snow, arms spread out.

“Getup,” | say. “You'll catch pneumonia”
“S0?" says Corddia But she gets up.

The streetlights come on, though it isn't yet dark. We reach the place where the cemetery begins, onthe
other sde of the street.

“Remember Grace Smeath?’ Corddiasays.

| say yes. | do remember her, but not clearly, not continuoudly. | remember her from thetimel first knew
her, and later, Stting in the gpple orchard with a crown of flowers on her head; and much later, when she
was in Grade Eight and about to go off to high school. | don’t even know what high school she went to. |
remember her freckles, her little smile, her coarse horsehair braids.

“They rationed their toilet paper,” Corddiasays. “Four squares atime, even for Number Two. Did you
know that?’

“No,” | say. But it seemsto methat | did know it, once.
“Remember that black sogp they had?’ says Corddlia. “Remember? It smelled liketar.”

| know what we' re doing now: we' re making fun of the Smeath family. Cordeliaremembersal kinds of
things: the greying underwear dripping on the clothedinein the cdllar, the kitchen paring knife that was
worn right down to adiver, the winter coats from the Eaton’ s Catalogue. Simpsonsisthe right placeto
shop, according to Cordelia. That's where we go now on Saturday mornings, bareheaded, jerking
downtown stop by stop on the streetcar. And shopping from the Eaton’ s Catal ogue is much worse than



shopping at Eaton’s.

“The Lump-lump Family!” Corddiashoutsinto the snowy air. It's cruel and appropriate; we snort with
laughter, “What does the Lump-lump Family have for dinner? Plates of gristle!”

Now it'safull-blown game. What color istheir underwear? Grunt color. Why did Mrs. Lump-lump have
aBand-Aid on her face? Cut hersalf shaving. Anything can be said about them, invented about them.
They' re defensdess, they’ re at our mercy. We picture the two adult Lump-lumps making love, but thisis
too much for us, it can’'t be done, it' stoo vomit-making. Vomit-making isanew word, from Perdie.

“What does Grace Lump-lump do for fun? Pops her pimples!” Cordelialaughs so hard she doubles over
and amodgt falls down. “ Stop, stop, you' [l make me pee,” she says. She saysthat Grace started to grow
pimplesin Grade Eight: by now they must have increased in number. Thisis not made up but true. We
relish the thought.

The Smeathsin our rendition of them are charmless, miserly, heavy as dough, boring aswhite margarine,
which we clam they eat for dessert. Weridiculether piety, their small economies, the Sze of their fed,
their rubber plant, which sumsthem up. We spesk of them in the present tense, asif we still know them.

Thisfor meisadeeply satisfying game. | can't account for my own savagery; | don't question why I'm
enjoying it so much, or why Corddiaisplaying it, ingsts on playing it, whipsit to life again when it seems
to beflagging. She looks at me Sdeways, asif estimating how far, how much farther I'll go in what we
both know, surely, is base treachery. | have afleeting image of Grace once more, disappearing into her
house through the front door, in her skirt with the straps, her pilly sweater. She was adored, by al of us.
But sheisnot any more. And in Cordelid s version, now, she never was.

We run across the street in the faling snow, open the smal wrought-iron gate in the cemetery fence, go
in. W€ ve never donethisbefore.

Thisistheraw end of the cemetery. Thetreesare only saplings; they look even more temporary without
their leaves. Much of the ground is untouched, but there are scarslike giant claw marks, diggings,
earthworks going on. The gravestones are few and recent: blockish oblongs of granite polished to a
Presbyterian gloss, the letters cut plainly and without any attempt at prettiness. They remind me of men's
overcoats.

Wewak among these gravestones, pointing out which ones—particularly gray, particularly oafish—the
Lump-lump Family would choose to bury one another beneath. From here we can look through the
chain-link fence and see the houses on the other side of the Street. Grace Smeath’sisone of them. It's
strange and oddly pleasant to think that she might beinsdeit at this very moment, inside that
ordinary-looking brick box with the white porch pillars, not knowing athing about what we' ve just been
saying about her. Mrs. Smeeth might be in there, lying on the velvet chesterfield, the afghan spread over
her; | remember this much. The rubber plant will be on the landing, not much bigger. Rubber plants grow
dowly. We are bigger though, and the house looks small.

The cemetery stretches out before us, acres and acres. Now the ravineison our left, with the new
concrete bridge just visible. | have aquick memory of the old bridge, of the creek benesth it: under our
feet the dead people must be dissolving, turning to water, cold and clear, flowing downhill. But | forget
about thisimmediately. Nothing about the cemetery isfrightening, | tel mysdf. It' stoo pragmatic, too
ugly, too neet. It'sonly like akitchen shelf, where you put things away.

Wewak for awhile without speaking, not knowing where we re going, or why. Thetrees aretaler, the
tombstones older. There are Cdltic crosses now, and the occasional angdl.



“How do we get out of here?’ says Corddlia, laughing alittle.
“If wekeep goingwe Il hit aroad,” | say. “Isn’t thet the traffic?”’

“I need aciggie-poo,” Corddiasays. Wefind abench and sit down so Cordelia can free her hands for
the cigarette, cupping it againgt the air, lighting it. Sheisn’t wearing gloves, or ascarf on her head. She
has atiny black and gold lighter.

“Look at al thelittle dead people houses,” she says.

“Mausoleumns,” | say knowingly.

“The Lump-lump Family Mausoleum,” she says, giving the joke onelast push.
“They wouldn't haveone,” | say. “Tooritzy.”

“Eaton,” Cordeliareads. “That must be the store, it’ sthe same lettering. The Eaton’ s Catalogues are
buried in there”

“Mr. and Mrs. Catdogue,” | say.

“I wonder if they’ re wearing foundation garments,” says Corddlia, inhaing. We re trying for areturn to
our hilarity, but it isn't working, | think of the Eatons, both of them or maybe more, tucked away for
sorage asif they’ refur coats or gold watches, in their private tomb, which isdl the stranger for being
shaped like a Greek temple. Where exactly are they, inside there? On biers? In cobwebby stone-lidded
coffins, asin the horror comics? | think of their jewels, glinting in the dark—of course they would have
jewels—and of their long dry hair. Y our hair grows after you' re dead, also your fingernails. | don’t know
how | know this.

“Mrs. Eatonisredly avampire, you know,” | say dowly. “ She comesout a night. She' sdressed ina
long white ballgown. That door cresks open and she comes out.”

“To drink the blood of Lump-lumps out too late,” says Corddiahopefully, stubbing out her cigarette.
| refuseto laugh. “No, serioudy,” | say. “ She does. | happen to know.”

Corddialooks a me nervoudy. The snow isfaling, it’ stwilight, there’ snobody here but us. “Yeah?’ she
says, waiting for thejoke.

“Yes” | say. “We sometimes go together. Because I’ m avampiretoo.”

“You'renot,” says Cordelia, standing up, brushing off the snow. She’ s smiling uncertainly.
“How do you know?’ | say. “How do you know?’

“You wak around in the daytime,” Cordeliasays.

“That'snot me” | say. “That’smy twin. Y ou ve never known, but I’m one of atwins. Identical ones, you
can't tdl us apart by looking. Anyway it’sjust the sun | haveto avoid. On dayslikethisit's perfectly
safe. | have acoffinfull of earth where | deep; it' sdown in, down in”—| search for alikely place—"the
cdlar”

“You'rebeing slly,” Cordeliasays.

| stand up too. “Silly?” | say. | lower my voice. “I’'m just telling you the truth. Y ou' re my friend, | thought



it wastime you knew. I’'m really dead. I’ ve been dead for years.”

“Y ou can stop playing that,” says Cordeliasharply. I’'m surprised at how much pleasure thisgives me, to
know she' s so uneasy, to know | have this much power over her.

“Mayingwhat?’ | say. “I’m not playing. But you don’t have to worry. | won't suck any of your blood.
You'remy friend.”

“Don't beabrat,” says Cordelia.

“Inaminute,” | say, “we regoing to belocked in.” It strikes both of usthat this may be the truth. We run
aong the roadway, gasping and laughing, and find alarge gateway, which isluckily sill open. Beyonditis
Y onge Stret, lined with rush-hour traffic.

Corddiawantsto point out Lump-lump Family cars, but I’ mtired of this. | have adenser, more
malevolent little triumph to finger: energy has passed between us, and | am stronger.

Chapter 43

Now I'min Grade Eleven, and astal as many other girls, whichisnot very tal. | have acharcod-gray
pencil skirt that's hard to walk in despite the kick pleat, and abat wing swester, ared one with
modulated gray horizonta stripesacrossit. | have awide black dastic cinch belt with an imitation gold
clasp buckle, and flat ballerina shoes of velveteen that scuff as| walk and bulge out at the Sides. | havea
shortie coat to go with the pencil skirt. Thisisthelook: boxy and flared at the top, with along skinny
stem of thighs and legs coming out the bottom. | have amean mouith.

| have such amean mouth that | become known for it. | don’t useit unless provoked, but then | open my
mean mouth and short, devastating comments come out of it. | hardly haveto think them up, they’rejust
there suddenly, like thought baloonswith light bulbsin them. “Don’t beapan” and “Takes oneto know
one’ are standard repartee among girls, but I go much farther than that. I'm willing to say pain in the
ass, which skirts good taste, and to go in for crushing inventions, such as The Walking Pimpleand The
Before Part of an Arrid Armpit Ad. If any girl callsmeabrain, | say, “Better abrain than a pin-headed
moron likeyou.” *Use much hair grease?’ | will say, or “ Suck much?” | know where the weak spotsare.
“Suck” isan especidly satisfying word, especidly annihilating. Boys say it mostly, to one another; it
suggests thumbs and babies. | haven't yet considered what else might be sucked, or under what
circumstances.

Girlsat school learn to look out for my mean mouth and avoid it. | walk the hals surrounded by an aura
of potentid verba danger, and am treated with caution, which suits me fine. Strangely enough, my mean
behavior doesn't result in fewer friends, but, on the surface, more. The girlsare afraid of me but they
know whereit's safest: beside me, haf astep behind. “Elaineisariot,” they say, without conviction.
Some of them are ready collecting china.and housawares, and have Hope Chests. For thiskind of thing
| fed amused disdain. And yet it disturbs meto learn | have hurt someone unintentiondly. | want al my
hurtsto beintentiond.

| don’'t have occasion to use my mean mouth on boys, since they don't say provoking thingsto me.
Except for Stephen, of course. These days we trade verbal meannesses as akind of game, like
badminton. Got you. Got you back. | can usudly slence him with, “Where d you get that haircut?
Lavnmowerville?” He' s sengtive about the haircut. Or, when he' sdl spiffed up in his private school gray
flannels and jacket: “Hey, you look like a Simpsons Rep.” Simpsons Reps are sucky kidswho appear in
high school yearbooks wearing blazers with crests on the pockets, looking clean-cut, and advertisng
Smpsons.



My father says, *'Y our sharp tongue will get you in trouble some day, young lady.” Young lady isasign
that I’ ve gone too daringly close to some edge or other, but dthough it sllences me for the moment it
doesn’'t tone me down. I’ ve come to enjoy therisk, the sensation of vertigo when | redize that I’ ve shot
right over the border of the socidly acceptable, that I’ m walking on thinice, on empty air.

The person | use my mean mouth on the most is Cordelia. She doesn’t even have to provoke me, | use
her astarget practice. We st on the hill overlooking the football field, wearing our jeans, which are only
alowed at school on the days of football games. We have our overlong pant cuffs pinned up with blanket
pins, the latest thing. The cheerleadersleap around in their mid-thigh skirts, waving their paper
pom-poms; they don’t look long-legged and golden, like the cheerleaders at the back of Life magazine,
but ill-assorted, dumpy, and dark. However | ill envy their calves. Thefootball team jogs on. Corddia
says, “That Gregory! What ahunk,” and | say, “Of cheese” Cordeliagivesmeahurt look. “I think he's
adall.” “If you like them covered with corn ail,” | say. When she saysit’sabad ideato st down on the
high school toilet seats without wiping them off first because you might get adisease, | say, “Whotold
you that?Y our Mummie?’

| make fun of her favorite Sngers. “Love, love, love” | say. “They’ re dways moaning.” | have developed
asearing contempt for gushiness and schmaltz. Frank Sinatrais The Singing Marshmalow, Betty Hutton
is The Human Grindstone. Anyway, these people are out of date, they are sentimenta mushbals. The
red truth isto befound in rock and roll: “Hearts Made of Stone” ismorelikeit.

Sometimes Cordelia can think of thingsto say back, but sometimes she can't. She says, “ That’scrud.”
Or she ticks her tongue in the side of her mouth and changes the subject. Or she lights a cigarette.

| Stin History class, doodling on the side of the page. We are taking the Second World War. The
teacher isan enthusiast, he' s hopping around at the front of the room, waving hisarms and his pointer.
He sashort man with an unruly strand of hair and alimp, who may have been in the war himsdlf, or so
rumor goes. On the board he' sdrawn alarge map of Europe, in white, with yellow dotted linesfor the
borders between countries. Hitler’ sarmiesinvade, by means of pink chak arrows. Now it’sthe
Anschluss, and now Poland fals, and now France. | draw tulips and trees, putting aline for the ground
and including the root systemsin every case. Submarines appear in the English Channdl, in green. | draw
theface of the girl Stting acrossthe aide from me. The Blitz is on, bombs drift down through the air like
snigter slver angels, London isdisintegrating block by block, house by house, mantel pieces, chimneys,
double beds hand-carved and passed down through the generations blasted into burning splinters, history
reduced to shards. “It wasthe end of an era,” saysthe teacher. It'shard for usto understand, he says,
but nothing will ever be the same again. Heis degply moved by this, you can tell, it sembarrassang. The
sameaswhat? | think.

It sincredibleto methat | mysalf was dive when dl those chak things were going on, al those satistical
deaths. | was dive when women wore those ridicul ous clothes with the big shoulder pads and the
nipped-in waists, with peplums over their bumslike backward gprons. | draw awoman with wide
shouldersand a picture hat. | draw my own hand. Hands are the hardest. It' s difficult to keep them from
looking like clumps of sausages.

| go out with boys. Thisisnot part of aconscious plan, it just happens. My relationships with boys are
effortless, which meansthat | put very little effort into them. It' sgirls| fed awkward with, it' sgirls| fed |
have to defend mysdf againgt; not boys. | St in my bedroom picking the pilly fuzzballs off my lambswool
swesaters and the phone will ring. It will be aboy. | take the swester into the hall, where the phoneis, and
st on the hdl chair with the receiver cradled between my ear and shoulder and continue to pick off the
fuzzbdls, while along conversation goes on that ismostly slence.

Boys by nature require these silences; they must not be startled by too many words, spoken too quickly.



Wheat they actually say isnot that important. The important parts exist in the silences between the words.
| know what we' re both looking for, which is escape. They want to escape from adults and other boys, |
want to escape from adults and other girls. We' relooking for desert idands, momentary, unreal, but
there.

My father pacesthe living room, jingling hiskeysand small changein his pockets. HE simpatient, he
can't help hearing these monosyllables, these murmurs, these sillences. He walksinto the hall and makes
snipping motionswith hisfingers, meaning I'mto cut it short. “1 haveto go now,” | say. The boy makesa
sound like air coming out of aninner tube. | understand it.

| know things about boys. | know what goes on in their heads, about girls and women, thingsthey can't
admit to other boys, or to anyone. They’ re fearful about their own bodies, shy about what they say,
afraid of being laughed at. | know what kind of talk goes on among them asthey horse around in the
locker room, sneak cigarettes behind the field house. Sunned broad, dog, bag and bitch are words
they apply to girls, aswell asworse words. | don’t hold these words against them. | know these words
are another version of pickled ox eyes and snot eating, they’ re prove-it words boys need to exchange, to
show they are strong and not to be taken in. The words don’t necessarily mean they don't likeredl girls,
or oneredl girl. Sometimesred girls are an dternative to these words and sometimes they’ re an
incarnation of them, and sometimes they’ re just background noise.

| don’t think any of these words apply to me. They apply to other girls, girlswho wak aong the high
schoal hdlsinignorance of them, swinging their hair, swaying therr little hips asif they think they’re
seductive, talking too loudly and carelesdy to one another, fooling nobody; or else acting pastdl, blank,
daisy-fresh. And all the time these clouds of slent words surround them, stunned broad, dog, bag and
bitch, pointing at them, reducing them, cutting them down to size so they can be handled. Thetrick with
these dlent wordsisto walk in the spaces between them, turn sdewaysin your head, evade. Like
waking through walls.

Thisiswhat | know about boysin general. None of it hasto do with individua boys by themselves, the
boys| go out with. These boys are usualy older than | am, athough they aren’t the kind with greasy
ducktailsand alot of leather, they’ re nicer than that. When | go out with them I’ m supposed to be home
ontime. If I'm not, my father has |long conversations with me in which he explainsthat being home on
timeislikebeing ontimefor atran. If | wereto be latefor atrain, | would missthetrain, wouldn’t 1?
“But thishouseisn't atrain,” | say. “It'snot going anywhere.” My father is exasperated; hejingleshis
keysin his pocket. “That’ s not the point,” he says.

What my mother saysis, “Weworry.” “What about?’ | say. There’ s nothing to worry about, asfar as|
can see.

My parentsare aliability in thisasin other matters. They won't buy atelevision, like everyone else,
because my father saysit turnsyou into a cretin and emits harmful radiation and subliminal messages as
well. When the boys come to pick me up, my father emergesfrom the cellar wearing hisold gray felt hat
and carrying ahammer or asaw, and gripstheir handsin hisbear paw handshake. He assesses them with
his shrewd, twinkly, ironic little eyes and calsthem “gir,” asif they’ re his graduate students. My mother
goesinto her nice lady act and says amost nothing. Or else shetellsme | look sweset, right in front of the
boys.

In the spring they appear around the corner of the housein their baggy gardening pants, smudged with
mud, to see me off. They drag the boys out to the backyard, where thereis now alarge pile of cement
blocks accumulated by my father for some future contingency. They want the boysto see their display of
irises, asif these boys are old ladies; and the boys have to say something about the irises, although irises
arethelast thing on their minds. Or ése my father attempts to engage them in improving conversation



about current topics, or asksthem if they’ ve read this book or that one, pulling books from the
bookshelves while the boys shift on their feet. “ Y our father’ sacard,” the boys say uneasily, later.

My parents are like younger, urchinlike brothers and ssters whose faces are dirty and who blurt out
humiliating things that can neither be anticipated nor controlled. | sign and makethe best of it. | fed I'm
older than they are, much older. | fed ancient.

What | do with the boysis nothing to worry about. It's norma. We go to movies, wherewe st in the
smoking section and neck, or we go to drive-ins and eat popcorn and neck there aswell. Therearerules
for necking, which we observe: approach, push away, approach, push away. Garter belts are going too
far and so are brassieres. No zippers. The boys mouths taste of cigarettes and sdlt, their skin smellslike
Old Spice after-shave. We go to dances and twirl around during the rock numbers, or shufflein the blue
light, surrounded by the shuffling of the other couples. After forma dances we go to someone’ s house or
to the St. Charles Restaurant, and after that we neck, though not for long because the time has usualy run
out. For formal dances| have dresseswhich | sew mysalf because | can't afford to buy them. They have
layers of tulle and are propped up underneath with crinolines, and | worry about the hooks coming
unfastened. | have shoesin matching satin or silver straps, | have earrings which pinch like hell. For these
dances the boys send corsages, which | press afterward and keep in my bureau drawer: squashed
carnations and brown-edged rosebuds, wads of dead vegetation, like a collection of flora shrunken
heads.

My brother Stephen treats these boys with scorn. Asfar as he's concerned they are dimwits and
unworthy of my serious consderation. He laughs at them behind their backs and makesfun of their
names. They are not George but Georgie-Porgie, not Roger but Rover. He makes bets asto how long
each onewill lagt. “ Three monthsfor him,” he'll say, after seeing the boy for thefirgt time; or, “When are
you going to throw him over?’

| don't didike my brother for this. | expect it of him, because he' s partly right. | don’t fedl about these
boysthe way girls do in true romance comic books. | don’t sit around wondering when they’ll call. | like
them but | don't fal in love with them. None of the teenage magazine descriptions of girls moping, one
tear on each cheek like pearl earrings, appliesto me. So partly the boys are not a serious matter. But at
the sametimethey are.

The serious part istheir bodies. | St in the hall with the cradled telephone, and what | hear istheir bodies.
| don't listen much to the words but to the silences, and in the silences these bodies re-create themselves,
are cregted by me, takeform. When | am lonely for boysit’ stheir bodies| miss. | study their handslifting
the cigarettesin the darkness of the movie theaters, the dope of a shoulder, the angle of ahip. Looking at
them sdeways, | examinethem in different lights. My lovefor them isvisud: that isthe part of them |
would like to possess. Don’t move, | think. Stay like that. Let me have that. What power they have
over meisheld through the eyes, and when I’ m tired of them it’ s an exhaustion partly physicd, but dso

partly visud.

Only some of this hasto do with sex; athough some of it does. Some of the boys have cars, but others
do not, and with them | go on buses, on streetcars, on the newly opened Toronto subway that is clean
and uneventful and looks like along pastdl-tiled bathroom. These boys walk me home, we walk thelong
way around. Theair smells of lilac or mown grass or burning leaves, depending on the season. We wak
over the new cement footbridge, with the willow trees arching overhead, the sound of running water from
the creek beneath. We stand in the dim light coming from the lampposts on the bridge and lean back
againg therailing, their arms around me and mine around them. We lift each other’ s clothing, run our
hands over each other’ s backbones, and | fedl the backbone tensed and strung to breaking. | fed the
length of the whole body, | touch the face, amazed. The faces of the boys change so much, they soften,



open up, they ache. The body is pure energy, solidified light.
Chapter 44

A girl isfound murdered, down in the ravine. Not the ravine near our house, but alarger branch of it,
farther south, past the brickworks, where the Don River, willow-bordered, junk-strewn and dingy, winds
duggishly toward the lake. Such things are not supposed to happen in Toronto, where people leave their
back doors unlocked, their windows unlatched at night; but they do happen, it seems. It’son the front

pages of dl the papers.

Thisgirl isour age. Her bicycle has been found near her. She has been strangled, and also molested. We
know what molested means. There are photos of her when aive, which adready have that haunted look
such photos usudly take yearsto acquire, the look of vanished time, unrecoverable, unredeemed. There
are extensive descriptions of her clothing. She was wearing an angora swester, and alittle fur collar with
pom-poms, of the sort thet is currently fashionable. | don't have acollar like this, but would like one.
Herswas white but you can get them in mink. She was wearing a pin on the swester, in the shape of two
birdswith red glass jewelsfor eyes. It swhat anyone would wear to school. All these details about her
clothing strike me as unfair, dthough | devour them. It doesn’'t seem right that you can just walk out one
day, wearing ordinary clothes, and be murdered without warning, and then have al those people looking
at you, examining you. Murder ought to be amore ceremonia occasion.

| have long since dismissed the idea of bad men in theravine. I’ ve considered them a scarecrow story,
put up by mothers. But it appearsthey exist, despite me.

Thismurdered girl troubles me. After the first shock, nobody at school says much about her. Even
Corddiadoes not want to talk about her. It' sasif thisgirl has done something shameful, hersdlf, by being
murdered. So she goesto that place where dl things go that are not mentionable, taking her blond hair,
her angora swester, her ordinariness with her. She stirs up something, like dead leaves. | think of adall |
had once, with white fur on the border of her skirt. | remember being afraid of thisdoll. | haven't thought
about that in years.

Cordeliaand | St a the dining table doing our homework. I am helping Corddlia, I'm trying to explain the
atomto her, but she' srefusing to take it serioudy. The diagram of the atom has a nucleus, with eectrons
circling it. The nucleuslookslike araspberry, the dectrons and their ringslook like the planet Saturn.
Corddiadticks her tongue in the side of her mouth and frowns at the nucleus. “ Thislookslike a

raspberry,” she says.

“Corddia” | say. “The examistomorrow.” Molecules do not interest her, she doesn’'t seem ableto
grasp the Periodic Table. She refuses to understand mass, she refuses to understand why atom bombs
blow up. There sapicture of one blowing up in the Physics book, mushroom cloud and al. To herit's
just another bomb. “Mass and energy are different aspects,” | tell her. “That’'s why E = mc2.”

“It would be easier if Percy the Prude weren’t such acreep,” she says. Percy the Prude isthe Physics
teacher. He hasred hair that stands up at the top like Woody Woodpecker’s, and he lisps.

Stephen walks through the room, looks over our shoulders. “ So they’ re till teaching you kiddie Physics”
he saysindulgently. “They’ ve till got the atom looking like araspberry.”

“See?’ says Corddia

| feel subverted. “ Thisisthe atom that’ s going to be on the exam, so you' d better learnit,” | say to
Corddia. To Stephen | say, “ So what doesit redly ook like?’



“A lot of empty space,” Stephen says. “It'shardly thereat all. It sjust afew specks held in place by
forces. At the subatomic level, you can't even say that matter exists. Y ou can only say that it hasa
tendency to exist.”

“You're confusing Corddia,” | say. Cordeliahaslit acigarette and islooking out the window, where
severd squirrels are chasing one another around the lawn. Sheis paying no attention to any of this.

Stephen considers Corddia. “ Corddlia has atendency to exist,” iswhat he says.

Cordeliadoesn’t go out with boysthe way | do, dthough she does go out with them. Onceinawhilel
arrange double dates, through whatever boy I'm going out with. Cordelia s date is always a boy of lesser
vaue, and she knows this and refuses to gpprove of him.

Corddiacan’'t seem to decide what kind of boy she redlly does approve of. The ones with haircuts like
my brother’ sare drips and pills, but the ones with ducktails are deazy greaseballs, dthough sexy. She
thinks the boys | go out with, who go no further than crewcuits, are too juvenile for her. She's abandoned
her ultrared lipstick and nail polish and her turned-up collars and has taken up moderate pinks and going
on diets, and grooming. Thisiswhat magazines cdl it: Good Grooming, asin horses. Her hair is shorter,
her wardrobe more subdued.

But something about her makes boys uneasy. It' s asif she' stoo attentive to them, too polite, sudied and
overdone. She laughs when she thinks they’ ve made ajoke and says, “ That’ s very witty, Stan.” Shewill
say this even when they haven't intended to be funny, and then they aren’t sure whether or not she's
making fun of them. Sometimes sheis, sometimes sheisn't. Inappropriate words dip out of her. After
we' ve finished our hamburgers and fries she turnsto the boys and says brightly, “ Are you sufficiently
sophonsified?” and they gape at her. They are not the kind or boys who would have napkin rings.

She asks them leading questions, tries to draw them into conversations, as a grown-up would do, not
appearing to know that the best thing, with them, isto let them exist in their own silences, to look at them
only out of the corners of the eyes. Cordeliatriesto look a them sincerely, head-on; they are blinded by
the glare, and freeze like rabbitsin a headlight. When she' sin the back seat with them | can tell, from the
bresthing and gasps, that she' sgoing too far in that direction aswell. “ She' skind of strange, your friend,”
the boys say to me, but they can’t say why. | decide it’ s because she has no brother, only ssters. She
thinks that what matters with boysiswhat you say; she's never learned the intricacies, the nuances of
maedlence.

But | know Corddiaisn't redly interested in anything the boys themselves have to say, because shetells
me s0. Mogtly she thinks they’ re dim. Her attempts at conversation with them are a performance, an
imitation. Her laugh, when she' swith them, isrefined and low, like awoman’ slaugh on the radio, except
when she forgets hersdf. Then it’ stoo loud. She' s mimicking something, something in her head, some
role or image that only she can see.

The Earle Grey Players cometo our high school, asthey do every year. They go from high school to high
school, they are wdl known for this. Every year they do one play by Shakespeare; it' s awaysthe play
that’ s on the province-wide Grade Thirteen Examinations, the ones you have to passin order to get into
university. There aren’t many theatersin Toronto, in fact there are only two, so many people go to these
plays. The kids go to them becauseit’s on the exam and the parents go because they don’t often get a
chanceto see plays.

The Earle Grey Playersare Mr. Earle Grey, who aways plays the leads, Mrs. Earle Grey who playsthe
lead woman, and two or three other actors who are thought to be Earle Grey cousins and who are likely
to double up and do two or more parts. The rest of the parts are played by studentsin whatever high



school they’re performing at that week. Last year the play was Julius Caesar, and Cordeliagot to be
part of the crowd. She had to smear burnt cork on her face for dirt and wrap herself up in a bedsheet
from home, and say rabble rabble during the crowd scene when Mark Antony was making his Ears

speech.

Thisyear the play is Macbeth. Cordeliaisaserving woman, and dso asoldier in thefina battle scene.
Thistime she hasto bring aplaid car-rug from home. She' s lucky because she also has akilt, an old one
of Perdie’ sfrom when she went to her girls' private school. In addition to her parts, Corddiais the props
assgtant. She'sin charge of tidying up the props after each performance, setting them in order, dways
the same order, so that the actors can grab them backstage and run on without amoment’ s thought.

During the three days of rehearsal Cordeliaisvery excited. | can tell by the way she chain-smokes on the
way home and acts bored and nonchalant, referring, every oncein awhile, to thered, professiona actors
by their first names. The younger ones make such an effort to be funny, she says. They cal the Witches
The Three Wired Sigters; they call Corddiaacream-faced loon, and they threaten to put eye of newt

and toe of frog into her coffee. They say that when Lady Macheth says, “ Out, damned spot,” during the
mad scene, she' sreferring to her dog Spot, who has poo’ ed on the carpet. She saysred actors will

never say the name Macbeth out loud, becauseit’' sbad luck. They call it “The Tartans’ instead.

“Youjust sadit,” | say.
HWI,H?’
“Macbeth,” | say.

Corddiastops snort in the middle of the sidewalk. “Oh God,” shesays. “1 did, didn't 17" She pretendsto
laugh it off, but it bothers her.

At the end of the play Macbeth’ s head gets cut off and Macduff hasto bring it onto the stage. The head
is a cabbage wrapped up in awhite teatowel; Macduff throwsit onto the stage, whereit hitswith an
impressive, flesh-and-bone thud. Or thisis what has happened in rehearsal. But the night before the first
performance—there are to be three—Cordelia notices that the cabbage is going bad, it’ s getting soft and
squooshy and smellslike sauerkraut. She replacesit with abrand-new cabbage.

The play isput on in the school auditorium, where the school assemblies are, and the choir practice.
Opening night is packed. Things go without much mishap, gpart from the sniggersin the wrong places
and the anonymous voice that says, “Go on, doit!” when Macbeth is hesitating outsde Duncan's
chamber, and the catcalls and whistles from the back of the auditorium when Lady Macheth appearsin
her nightgown. | watch for Cordeliain the battle scene, and there sheis, running across backstage in her
kilt with awooden sword, her car rug thrown over her shoulder. But when Macduff comesin at the end
and tosses down the cabbage in the teatowd, it doesn't hit once and lie till. It bounces, bumpity-bump,
right across the stage like a rubber ball, and fals off the edge. This dampensthetragic effect, and the
curtain comes down on laughter.

It'sCordelia sfault, for replacing the cabbage. Sheis mortified. It was supposed to berotten,” she
walls backstage, where | have gone to congratulate her. “ So now they tell me!” The actors have made
light of it; they tdll her it sanovd effect. But dthough Cordelialaughs and blushes and triesto passit off
lightly, | can seesheisamost intears.

| ought to fed pity, but | do not. Instead, on the way home from school the next day, | say “Bumpity
bumpity bump, plop,” and Cordeliasays, “Oh, don’'t.” Her voiceistondess, leaden. Thisisnot ajoke. |
wonder, for an instant, how | can be so mean to my best friend. For thisiswhat sheis.



Time passes and we are older, we are the oldest, we are in Grade Thirteen. We can look down on the
incoming students, those who are still mere children as we were once. We can smile at them. We'reold
enough to take Biology, which istaught in the Chemistry lab. For thiswe leave our homeroom group and
meet with students from other homerooms. Thisiswhy Cordeliais my Biology lab partner, at the
Chemidgtry lab table, which isblack and hasasink. Cordeliadoesn't like Biology any more than she liked
Physics, which she barely squeaked through, but she has to take something in the sciences and it’ seasier,
to her mind, than anumber of the things she might have to take otherwise,

We are given dissecting kits with scapel-like knives that could be sharper, and trays with a coating of
wax at the bottom, and a package of pins, asin sewing classes. First we have to dissect aworm. Each of
usisgiven one of these. Welook at the diagram of the inside of the worm, in the Zoology textbook: this
iswhat we' re supposed to see once we get the worm open. The wormswriggle and twinein the
wax-bottomed trays, and snout their way adong the sides, trying to get out. They smell like holesin the
ground.

| pin my worm at either end and make adick verticd cut; the worm twists as they do on fishhooks. | pin
the worm’ s skin out to the sdes. | can seeitsworm heart, which isn’t the shape of aheart, its centra
artery pumping worm blood, its digestive system, which isfull or mud. “Oh,” says Corddlia. “How can
you.” Corddiais becoming mushier and mushier, | think. Sheisbecoming adrip. | do her worm for her,
when the teacher isn't looking. Then | draw adiagram of the worm, cut open, beautifully labeled.

After that comesthefrog. The frog kicks and is more difficult than the worm, it looks alittle too much
like aperson swimming. | conk the frog out with chloroform as directed and dissect it with flair, sticking
inthe pins. | make adrawing of theinsde of the frog, with dl its curlicues and bulbs, itstiny lungs, its
cold-blooded amphibian heart.

Corddiacan’t do the frog either. She says shefedls sick to her somach just thinking about putting her
dissecting knife through its skin. Shelooks at me, pae, her eyesbig. Thefrog smell isgetting to her. | do
her frog for her. I'm good at this.

| memorize the statocysts of the crayfish, its gills and mouth parts. | memorize the circulatory system of
the cat. Theteacher, who isusudly the boys football coach but who has recently taken a summer course
in Zoology o he can teach usthis, orders adead cat for us, with its veins and arteries pumped full of blue
and pink latex. He s disappointed when it arrives, because the cat is definitely rancid, you can smell it
even through the formadehyde. So we don't have to dissect it, we can just use the diagram in the book.

But worms, frogs, and cats aren’t enough for me. | want more. | go down to the Zoology Building on
Saturday afternoons to use the microscopes in the empty labs. | ook at dides, planariawormsin section
with their triangular heads and cross-eyes, bacteria colored with vivid dyes, hot pinks, violent purples,
radiant blues. These arelit up from benesth, they’' re breathtaking, like stained-glasswindows. | draw
them, ddlineating the structures with different colored pencils; though | can never get the same luminous
brilliance.

Mr. Banerji, who isnow Dr. Banerji, discoverswhat I’ m doing. He brings me dides he thinks | would
like to see and offers them to me shyly and eagerly, with aconspiratoria giggle, asif we are sharing a
ddicious, esoteric secret, or something religious. “ Parasite of the tent caterpillar,” he says, depositing the
dide with reverence on a clean piece of paper a my table. “ Egg of the budworm.”

“Thank you,” | say, and he looks at my drawings, picking them up by the cornerswith his deft, bitten
fingers. “Very good, very good, miss,” he says. “ Soon you will take over my job.”

He has awife now, who has come from India, and alittle boy. | see them sometimes, looking in through



the doorway of thelab, the child gentle and dubious, the wife anxious. She wears gold earringsand a
scarf with spangleson it. Her red sari shows beneath her brown Canadian winter coat, her overshoes
poking out beneathiit.

Cordeliacomesto my house and | help her with her Zoology homework, and she staysto dinner. My
father, dishing out the beef stew, saysthat a speciesaday isbecoming extinct. He says we are poisoning
the rivers and ruining the gene pools of the planet. He says that when a species becomes extinct, some
other speciesmovesinto fill up the ecological niche, because Nature abhors avacuum. He saysthat the
things that move in are common weeds, and cockroaches and rats: soon dl flowerswill be dandelions.
He says, waving hisfork, that if we continue to overbreed as a species, anew epidemic will ariseto
redress the baance. All thiswill happen because people have neglected the basic lessons of Science,
they have gonein for palitics and religion and warsinstead, and sought out passionate excusesfor killing
one another. Science on the other hand is dispassionate and without bias, it isthe only universa language.
The language is numbers. When at last we are up to our earsin death and garbage, we will ook to
Science to clean up our mess.

Corddialisgtensto al of this, smirking alittle. Shethinks my father isquaint. I hear him the way she must:
thisis not what people are supposed to talk about at the dinner table.

| goto dinner at Corddlia s house. Dinners at Corddlia s house are of two kinds: those when her father is
there and those when heisn’t. When heisn’t there, things are d gpdash. Mummie comes to the table
absent-mindedly still in her painting smock, Perdie and Mirrie and dso Cordelia appear in blue jeanswith
aman’sshirt over top and their hair in pin curls. They jump up from the table, saunter into the kitchen for
more butter, or the sat, which has been forgotten. They talk al a once, in alanguid, amused way, and
groan when it’ stheir turn to clear the table, while Mummie says*“Now girls,” but without conviction. She
islosing the energy for disgppointment.

But when Corddia sfather isthere, everything is different. There are flowers on the table, and candles.
Mummie has on her pearls, the napkins are nestly rolled in the ngpkin ringsinstead of crumpled in under
the edges of the plates. Nothing isforgotten. There are no pin curls, no elbows on the table, even the
pines are sraighten.

Today isone of the candle days. Cordelid sfather Stsat the head of the table, with his craggy eyebrows,
hiswolvish look, and bends upon methefull force of hisponderous, ironic, terrifying charm. He can
make you fed that what he thinks of you matters, because it will be accurate, but that what you think of
himisof no importance.

“I'm hag-ridden,” he says, pretending to be mournful. “ The only man in ahouseful of women. They won't
let meinto the bathroom in the morning to shave.” Mockingly, heinvites my sympathy and collusion. But
| can think of nothing to say.

Perdie says, “He should consder himself lucky that we put up with him.” She can get away with alittle
impertinence, with coltish liberties. She has the haircut for it. Mirrie, when hard-pressed, looks
reproachful. Corddiaisnot good at either of these things. But they al play up to him.

“What are you studying these days?’ he saysto me. It'sausua question of his. Whatever | say amuses
him.

“Theatom,” | say.

“Ah, theatom,” he says. “I remember the atom. And what does the atom have to say for itsdlf these
days?’



“Which one?’ | say, and he laughs.

“Which one, indeed,” he says. “That’ svery good.” Thismay bewhat he wants: a give and take, of sorts.
But Corddlia can never come up with it, because she' stoo frightened of him. She’ sfrightened of not
pleasing him. And yet heis not pleased. I’ ve seen it many times, her dithering, fumble-footed effortsto
appease him. But nothing she can do or say will ever be enough, because sheis somehow the wrong

person.

| watch this, and it makes me angry. It makes me want to kick her. How can she be so abject? When
will shelearn?

Corddiafallsthe mid-year Zoology test. She doesn’t seem to care. She has spent hdf the exam time
drawing surreptitious cartoons of various teachersin the school, which she shows to me on the way
home, laughing her exaggerated laugh.

Sometimes | dream about boys. These are wordless dreams, dreams of the body. They stay with mefor
minutes after | wake up and | luxuriate in them, but | forget them soon.

| have other dreams aswdll.

| dreamthat | can't move. | can't talk, | can’t even breathe. I'minanironlung. Theiron is clenched
around my body like ahard cylindrica skin. It' sthisiron skin that is doing my breething for me, in and
out. I'm dense and heavy, | fed nothing other than this heaviness. My head sticks out the end of theiron
lung. I'm looking up at the cailing, on which thereisalight fixture like yellowish cloudy ice.

| dream that I’ m trying on afur collar, in front of the mirror on my bureau. There' s someone standing
behind me. If | move so that | can seeinto the mirror, 1’1l be able to look over my own shoulder without
turning around. I’ll be ableto seewholitis.

| dream that I've found ared plastic purse, hidden in adrawer or trunk. | know thereistreasureinsdeit,
but | can't get it open. | try and try and finally it bursts, like aballoon. It sfull of dead frogs.

| dream that I’ ve been given ahead wrapped up in awhite teatowd. | can see the outlines of the nose,
the chin, the lips through the white cloth. | could unwrap the cloth to seewhose head it is, but | don't
want to, because | know that if | do the head will come dive.

Chapter 45

Cordeliatells methat when she was younger she broke athermometer and ate some of the mercury iniit
to make herself sick so she wouldn't have to go to school. Or she'd stick her finger down her throat and
throw up, or she'd hold the thermometer near alight bulb to make it look asif she had atemperature.
Her mother caught her doing that because she left it near the light bulb too long and the mercury shot up
to ahundred and ten. After that her other deceptions were harder to pull off.

“How old were you then?’ | ask her.
“Oh, | don’t know. Before high school,” shetellsme. *Y ou know, the age when you do those things.”

It's Tuesday, in the middle of May. We re ditting in abooth at Sunnysides. Sunnysides has asoda
fountain counter, which is speckled bloodstone red with chrome trim and has arow of round swivel-segt
stools screwed to the floor dong beside it. The black tops of the seets, which may not be leather, make a
gentle farting sound when you sit down on them, so Corddliaand | and al girls prefer the booths. They're
dark wood, and the tabletop between the two facing benchesisred like the sodafountain counter. Thisis
where the Burnham students go after school to smoke and to drink glasses of Coca-Colawith



maraschino cherriesin them. If you drink a Coke and mix two aspirinsin with it, it's supposed to make
you drunk. Cordelia says she hastried this; she saysit’ s nothing like being really drunk.

Instead of Cokes, we' re drinking vanilla milkshakes, with two straws each. We ease the paper covers off
the straws so that they pleat up into short caterpillars of paper. Then we drop water onto them out of our
water glasses, and the paper caterpillars expand and look asif they’ re crawling. The tables at Sunnysides
are littered with strips of soggy paper.

“What did the chickens say when the hen laid an orange?’ Corddiasays, because there isawave of
corny chicken jokes sweeping the school. Chicken jokes, and moron jokes. Why did the moron throw
the clock out the window? To see time fly.

“Look at the orange marmalade,” | say in abored voice. “What did the moron say when he saw the
three holesin the ground?’

“What?" says Corddia, who has trouble remembering jokes even when she' s heard them.

“Wdl, wel, wel,” | say.

“Haha,” says Corddlia Part of thisritua ismild derison, of other peopl€ s jokes.

Cordelia doodles on the table, using our spilled water. “Remember those holes | used to dig?’ she says.
“What holes?’ | say. | don't remember any holes.

“Those holesin my backyard. Boy, did | want ahole out there. | started one, but the ground was too
hard, it was full of rocks. So | dug another one. | used to work away at it after school, day after day. |
got blisters on my hands from the shovel.” She smilesa pensive, reminiscent smile.

“What did you want it for?’ | ask.
“I wanted to put achair init and St down there. By mysdf.”
| laugh. “Whet for?’

“I don’t know. I guess| wanted someplace that was al mine, where nobody could bug me. When | was
little, I used to sit on achair inthefront hdl. | used to think that if | kept very still and out of theway and
didn’'t say anything, | would be safe.”

“Safefromwhat?’ | say.

“Just safe” shesays. “When | wasredly little, | guess| used to get into trouble alot, with Daddy. When
he would lose histemper. Y ou never knew when he was going to do it. ” Wipe that smirk off your face,”
he would say. | used to stand up to him.” She squashes out her cigarette, which has been smoldering in
the ashtray. “Y ou know, | hated moving to that house. | hated the kids at Queen Mary’s, and those
boring things like skipping. | didn't redly have any good friends there, except for you.”

Corddia sface dissolves, re-forms: | can see her nine-year-old face taking shape beneath it. This
happensin an eyeblink. It' sasif I ve been standing outside in the dark and a shade has snapped up, over
alighted window, reveding the life that’ s been going oninsdein dl itsdarity and detail. Thereisthat
glimpse, during which | can see. And then not.

A wave of blood goes up to my head, my stomach shrinks together, asif something dangerous has just
missed hitting me. It'sasif I’ ve been caught sedling, or telling alie; or asif I’ve heard other people



talking about me, saying bad things about me, behind my back. There' sthe same flush of shame, of guilt
and terror, and of cold disgust with mysdf. But | don’t know where these fedlings have come from, what
I"ve done.

| don’'t want to know. Whatever it is, it'snothing | need or want. | want to be here, in Tuesday, in May,
sitting in the red-topped booth at Sunnysides, watching Corddiaas she ddlicately durpsthelast of her
milkshake up through the straws. She' s noticed nothing.

“I’'vegot one,” | say. “Why did the unwashed chicken crossthe road twice?’
“Why?" says Corddia

“Because it was adirty double-crosser,” | say.

Corddiarolls her eyes, like Perdie. “Very funny,” she says.

| close my eyes. In my head there' sasquare of darkness, and of purple flowers.
Chapter 46

| beginto avoid Cordelia | don’t know why.

| no longer arrange double dates with her. | tell her that the boy I’ m going out with doesn’'t have any
suitablefriends. | say | haveto stay after school, which istrue: I'm painting the decorations for the next
dance, pdm treesand girlsin hulaskirts.

Some days Corddiawaitsfor me, so | have to wak home with her anyway. Shetalks and talks asif
there’ snothing wrong, and | say little; but then I’ ve never said alot anyway. After awhile she'll say,
overly brightly, “But here I’ ve been going on and on about me. What' s doing with you?” and | smileand
say “Nothing much.” Sometimes she makes ajoke of it and says, “But that’ s enough about me. What do
you think of me?’ and | add to the joke by saying, “Nothing much.”

Corddiaisfailing more and more tests. It doesn't seem to bother her, or at any rate she doesn’t want to
talk about it. I no longer help her with her homework, because | know shewon't pay attention evenif |
do. She has trouble concentrating on anything. Even when she' sjust talking, on the way home, she
changesthe subject in the middle of a sentence so it’ s hard to follow what she' s saying. She'sdipping up
on the grooming, too, reverting to her old doppy ways of years ago. She'slet her bleached strip grow
out, so it’ s disconcertingly two-toned. There are runsin her nylons, buttons popped off her blouses. Her
lipstick doesn’t seem to fit her mouth.

It isdecided that it would be best for Cordeliato change schools again, so she does. After thisshe
phones me frequently, but then less frequently. She says we should get together soon. | never deny this,
but | never set atime either. After awhilel say, “1 have to go now.”

Corddia sfamily movesto adifferent, larger house, in aritzier neighborhood farther north. Some Dutch
people move into her old house. They plant alot of tulips. That seemsto be the end of her.

| write thefinal Grade Thirteen exams, subject after subject, day after day, Sitting at adesk inthe
gymnasium. The leaves arefully out, theirises arein bloom, there' sa heat wave; the gymnasium heets up
likean oven and we dl st in there, superheated, writing away, while the gymnasium exudesits smdll of
bygone athletes. The teachers police the aides. Severa girlsfaint. One boy kedls over and isfound
afterward to have drunk a pitcher of tomato juice out of the refrigerator which was realy Bloody Marys
for hismother’ s bridge club. Asthe bodies are carried out | scarcely look up from the page.



| know I’ll do well in the two Biology exams. | can draw anything: theinsdes of crayfish ears, the human
eye, frogs genitalia, the blossom of the snapdragon (Antirrhinum majus) in cross section. | know the
difference between araceme and arhizome, | explicate photosynthesis, | can spell Scrofulariaciae. But
inthe middle of the Botany examination it comesto me, like a sudden epileptic fit, that I’m not going to
beabiologist, as| have thought. | am going to be apainter. | look at the page, where thelife cycle of the
mushroom from spore to fruiting body istaking shape, and | know thiswith absolute certainty. My life
has been changed, soundlesdly, ingtantaneoudy. | continue my explication of tubers, bulbs, and legumes,
asif nothing has happened.

One night, just after the exams have finished, the phonerings. It's Corddia | redlize I’ ve been expecting
this.

“I"dliketo seeyou,” shesays. | don’t want to see her, but | know | will. What | hear isnot like but
need.

The next afternoon | take the subway and then the bus, northward through the hested city, to where
Corddlianow lives. I’ve never been up here before. The streetswind in and around, the houses are large,
ponderous, Georgian, set off with weighty shrubbery. | seeor think | see Corddlid sface, pale and
indistinct, behind the front window as | come up the walk. She opensthe door before | havetimeto ring.

“Wdll, hi there” she says. “Long time no see” Thisisfase heartiness and we both know it, because
Corddiaisawreck. Her hair islusterless, the flesh of her face pasty. She' sgained alot of weight, not
solid-muscled weight, but limp weight, bloated and watery. She' s gone back to the too-vivid orange-red
lipstick, which turns her yellowish. “I know,” she says. “I look like Haggis McBaggis.”

The houseis cool insde. Thefront hal floor iswhite and black squares; there sa graceful central
darcase. A flower arrangement with gladioli Sits on a polished table besideit. The houseis silent, except
for aclock chiming in the living room. Nobody else seemsto be home.

Wedon't go into the living room but back past the stairs and through a door into the kitchen, where
Cordeliamakes me a cup of instant coffee. The kitchen is beautiful, perfectly arranged, pale-colored and
peaceful. The refrigerator and stove are white. Some people now have colored refrigerators, pale-green
or pink, but | don't like these colors and I’ m pleased that Cordelia’ s mother doesn’t either. There'sa
lined school notebook open on the kitchen table, which | recognize as the dining table from their other
house with the two middle leaves taken out. That meansthey must have anew dining table. It appasme
to discover that | want to see this new dining table more than | want to see Corddia

Cordeliarummagesin the fridge and brings out an opened package of store doughnuts. “I’ ve been
waiting for an excuse to egt therest of these,” she says. But as soon as she' staken her first bite she lights
acigarette.

“So,” shesays. “What are you up to these days?’ It’s her too-bright voice, the one she used to use on
boys. Right now it frightensme.

“Oh, just theusud,” | say. “Y ou know. Finishing exams.” Welook at each other. Things are bad for her,
that muchisclear. | don’'t know whether she wants meto ignore this or not. “What about you?’ | say.

“I have atutor,” she says. “I’'m supposed to be studying. For summer courses.” We both know without
mentioning it that she must have failed her year, despite the new school. She must have failed badly.
Unless she passes whatever subjects shefailed, a the next set of exams or sometime or other, she'll be
locked out of university forever.

“Isthetutor nice?’ | say, asif I'm asking about anew dress.



“I guess s0,” says Corddia “Her nameisMissDingle. It redly is. She blinks all the time, she has watery
gyes. Shelivesin this squdid apartment. She has sdlmon-colored lingerie, | seeit hanging over the
shower curtain rod in her squalid bathroom. | can always get her off the subject by asking about her
hedth.”

“Off what subject?” | ask.

“Oh, any subject,” says Corddlia “Physics, Latin. Any of it.” She soundsalittle ashamed of hersdlf, but
proud and excited too. It's like the time when she used to pinch things. Thisis her accomplishment these
days. deluding thetutor. “I don’t know why they al think | spend the days sudying,” shesays. “1 deepa
lot. Or esel drink coffee and smoke and listen to records. Sometimes | have alittle nip out of Daddy’s
whisky decanter. | fill it up with water. He has't found out!”

“But, Corddia,” | say. “You haveto do something!”
“Why?" she says, with alittle of her old belligerence. Sheisn’t only joking.

And | have no reason to give her. | can’t say, “Because everyone does.” | can’'t even say, “Y ou haveto
earnaliving,” because she obvioudy doesn't, she' sherein thislarge house and sheisn't earning aliving
at dl. She could just go on like this, like awoman from old-fashioned times, amaiden aunt, some aging
perennid girl who never leaveshome. It isn't likely that her parentswould kick her out.

Sol say, “You'll get bored.”

Corddialaughs, too loudly. “Sowhat if | sudy?’ shesays. “| passmy exams. | go to universty. | learn it
dl. | turninto Miss Dingle. No thanks.”

“Don’'t beacretin,” | say. “Who saysyou haveto be Miss Dingle?’

“Maybel amacretin,” she says. “| can't concentrate on that stuff, | can hardly look at the page, it al
turnsinto little black dots.”

“Maybe you could go to secretarial school,” | say. | fedl like atraitor assoon as|’ve said it. She knows
what we both think of girlswho would go to secretaria school, with their spidery plucked eyebrows and
pink nylon blouses.

“Thanksabundle.” There' sapause. “But let’ snot talk about dl that,” she says, returning to her
ultrabright voice. “Let’ stalk about fun things. Remember that cabbage? The bouncy one?’

“Yes” | say. It occursto methat she could be pregnant, or that she might have been. It snatura to
wonder that about girlswho drop out of school. But | decidethisisunlikely.

“I was so mortified,” she says. “ Remember when we used to go downtown and take our pictures at
Union Station? We thought we were so sharp!”

“Right before the subway was built,” | say.
“We used to throw snowballs at old ladies. We used to sing those silly songs.”
“ Lq)ro%/,” I w.

“Part of your heart,” she says. “We thought we were the cat’ s ass. | see kids that age now and | think:
Bratsl”

She' slooking back on that time asif it was her golden age; or maybe it seems that way to her because



it's better than now. But | don’'t want her to remember any more. | want to protect myself from any
further, darker memories of hers, get mysdf out of here gracefully before something embarrassing
happens. She' s balanced on the edge of an artificid hilarity that could topple over a any moment into its
opposite, into tears and desperation. | don’t want to see her crumple up like that, because | have nothing
to offer her in the way of solace.

| harden toward her. She'sacting like ajerk. She doesn't have to stay locked into place, into this
mournful, drawn-out, low-grade misery. She has dl kinds of choices and possihilities, and the only thing
that’ s keeping her away from them islack of willpower. Smarten up, | want to tell her. Pull up your
socks.

| say | haveto get back, that I'm going out later. Thisisn’t true and she suspectsit. Although she'sa
mess, her ingtinct for socid fraud has sharpened. “ Of course,” she says. “That' s entirely understandable.”
It's her distant, grown-up voice.

Now that I'm hurrying, making ashow of bustle, it strikes me that one of my reasons for escapeisthat |
don’t want to meet her mother coming back, from wherever she' s been. Her mother would look at me
with reproach, asif | am responsible for Corddiain her present shape, asif she'sdisgppointed, not in
Cordelia, but in me. Why should | have to undergo such alook, for something that isnot my fault?

“Goodbye, Cordelia,” | say inthefront hall. | squeeze her arm briefly, move back before she can kissme
on the cheek. Kissing on the cheek iswhat they do in her family. | know she has expected something
from me, some connection to her old life, or to hersdf. | know | havefailed to provideit. | am dismayed
by mysdlf, by my crudty and indifference, my lack of kindness. But dso | fed relief.

“Cdl you soon,” | say. I’'m lying, but she chooses not to acknowledge this.
“That would be nice” she says, shieding us both with politeness.

| go down the walk toward the street, turn to look back. There' sher face again, ablurred reflection of a
moon, behind the front window.

Ten —LifeDrawing
Chapter 47

There are several diseases of the memory. Forgetfulness of nouns, for instance, or of numbers. Or there
are more complex amnesias. With one, you can lose your entire past; you start afresh, learning how to tie
your shodlaces, how to eat with afork, how to read and sing. Y ou are introduced to your relatives, your
oldest friends, asif you' ve never met them before; you get asecond chance with them, better than
forgiveness because you can begin innocent. With another form, you keep the distant past but lose the
present. Y ou can’t remember what happened five minutes ago. WWhen someone you' ve known al your
life goes out of the room and then comes back in, you greet them asif they’ ve been gone for twenty
years; you weep and weep, with joy and relief, asif a areunion with the dead.

| sometimes wonder which of thesewill afflict me, later; because | know one of them will.
For years | wanted to be older, and now | am.

| sit inthe harsh ultrablack of the Quas, drinking red wine, staring out the window. On the other side of
the glass, Corddiadrifts past; then melts and reassembles, changing into someone else. Another mistaken
identity.

Why did they name her that? Hang that weight around her neck. Heart of the moon, jewe of the seg,



depending on which foreign language you' re using. Thethird sister, the only honest one. The stubborn
one, the regjected one, the one who was not heard. If she' d been called Jane, would things have been
different?

My own mother named me after her best friend, as women did in those days. Elaine, which | once found
too plaintive. | wanted something more definite, amonosyllable: Dot or Pat, like afoot set down. Nothing
you could make amistake about; nothing watery. But my name has solidified around me, with time. |
think of it astough but pliable now, like awell-worn glove.

Theré salot of neo-black in here, some of it leather, some shiny vinyl. I’ ve come prepared thistime, |
have my black cotton turtleneck and my black trenchcoat with the button-on hood, but I’ m not the right
texture. Also not theright age: everyonein hereistwelve. This place was Jon' s suggestion. Trust him to
cling to the surfboard as it upendsin the froth of the latest wave.

He dways made afetish of lateness, to indicate that hislife was crammed with many things, dl of them
more important than | was, and today is no exception. Thirty minutes|ater than agreed he breezesin. This
time however he gpologizes. Has he learned something, or does his new wife run atighter ship? Funny |
dill think of her asnew.

“That'sdl right, I programmed for it,” | say. “I’'m glad you could come out to play.” A smdl preliminary
kick at the wife.

“Having lunch with you hardly qudifiesasplay,” he says, grinning.

He' sdill upto it. We look each other over. In four years he' s achieved more wrinkles, and the sdeburns
and mustache are graying further. “ Don’'t mention the bald spot,” he says.

“What bald spot?” | say, meaning I’ll overlook his physical degeneration if he!ll overlook mine. HE sup
to that one, too.

“Y ou're looking better than ever,” he says. “ Sdlling out must agree with you.”

“Oh, it does,” | say. “It's S0 much better than licking bums and hacking up women’ sbodiesin
screw-and-spew movies.” Once thiswould have drawn blood, but he must have accepted hislot in life
by now. He shrugs, making the best of it; but he lookstired.

“Live long enough and the licker becomesthelickee” he says. “Ever snce the exploding eyeball | can do
no wrong. Right now I’m head-to-toe sdiva”

The possibility for crude sexua innuendo isthere, but | duck it. Instead | think, he' sright: we are the
establishment now, such asit is. Or that’swhat we must look like. Once the people | knew died of
suicide and motorcycle crashes and other forms of violence. Now it’' s diseases: heart attacks, cancer, the
betrayals of the body. The world isbeing run by people my age, men my age, with faling-out hair and
hedlth worries, and it frightens me. When the leaders were older than me | could bdievein their wisdom,
| could believe they had transcended rage and maice and the need to be loved. Now | know better. |
look at the facesin newspapers, in magazines, and wonder: what greeds, what furies-drive them on?

“How’ syour red work going?’ | say, relenting, letting him know | till take him serioudly.
Thisbothershim. “All right,” he says. “I haven't been ableto get to it much latdly.”

We are slent, consdering shortfalls. There's not much timel€eft, for usto become what we once
intended. Jon had potential, but it's not aword that can be used comfortably any more. Potentia hasa
shdf life



Wetdk about Sarah, easily and without competing, asif we are her aunt and uncle. We tak about my
show.

“I guessyou saw that hatchet job in the paper,” | say.
“Wasthat ahatchet job?’ he says.

“It'smy fault. | wasrudeto theinterviewer,” | say, with what | try to pass off as penitence. “I’'mwell on
my way to becoming a cantankerous old witch.”

“I’d be disgppointed in you if you weren't,” he says. “Make ‘em swest, it' swhat they’re paid for.” We
both laugh. He knows me. He knows what ashit | can be.

| look at him with the nostalgic affection men are said to fed for their wars, their fellow veterans. | think, |
oncethrew things at thisman. | threw aglass ashtray, afairly chegp onewhich didn’t break. | threw a
shoe (his) and a handbag (mine), not even snapping the handbag shut firgt, so that he was showered with
ameta rain of keysand smdl change. Theworst thing | threw was asmal portabletelevison s,
standing on the bed and heaving it a him with the aid of the bouncy springs, dthough theingtant | let fly |
thought, Oh God, let him duck! 1 once thought | was cagpable of murdering him. Today | fed only amild
regret that we were not more civilized with each other at thetime. Still, it was amazing, dl those
explosions, that recklessness, that Technicolor wreckage. Amazing and agonizing and dmost lethal.

Now that I'm more or less safe from him, and him from me, | can recal him with fondnessand evenin
some detail, which ismore than | can say for severd others. Old lovers go the way of old photographs,
bleaching out gradually asin adow bath of acid: first the moles and pimples, then the shadings, then the
facesthemsalves, until nothing remains but the generd outlines. What will beleft of themwhen I’'m
seventy? None of the baroque ecstasy, none of the grotesque compulsion. A word or two, hovering in
the inner emptiness. Maybe atoe here, anogtril there, or amustache, floating like alittle curl of seaweed
among the other flotsam.

Acrossfrom me at the night-black table, Jon, though diminishing, till moves and breethes. There'sa
diver of pain, of longinginme Don’t go yet! 1t'snot time! Don't go! 1t would be stupid, as dways, to
revea my own sentimentality, my wesknessto him.

What we eat isvagudly Thai: chicken, spicy and succulent, asdad of exotic foliage, red leaves, tiny
splinters of purple. Gaudy food. Thisisthe kind of thing people eat now, people who egt in placeslike
this: Toronto is no longer the land of chicken pot pie, beef stew, overboiled vegetables. | recall my first
avocado, when | was twenty-two. It was like my father’ sfirst symphony orchestra. Perversdly | long for
the desserts of my childhood, the desserts of war, smple and inexpensive and bland: tapioca pudding,
with its gelatinous fish eyes, Ja1-O carame pudding, Junket. Junket was made with white tablets that
came out of atube, and served with adollop of grapejely on the top. Probably it's vanished by now.

Jon has ordered a bottle, no glass-by-glassfor him. It' sahint of the old bombast, the old peacock tall,
and reassuring.

“How’syour wife?’ | ask him.
“Oh,” he says, looking down, “Mary Jean and | have decided to try it apart for awhile.”

Thismay explain the herbd tea: some younger, more vegetarian influence, in the sudio, onthe dy. “I
suppose you' ve got somelittle number,” | say. “They say "he goes instead of “he says,” haveyou
noticed?"



“Asamatter of fact,” he says, “Mary Jean was the one who left.”

“I'msorry,” | say. Andimmediately | am, I’ m indignant, how could she do that to him, the cold unfedling
bitch. | sdewith him, despite the fact that | did the same thing to him mysdlf, years ago.

“I guess|’'m partly to blame,” he says. Thisis not something he ever would have admitted before. “ She
said she couldn’t get through to me.”

| bet that isn't dl she said. He slost something, someillusion | used to think was necessary to him. He's
cometo redize hetoo is human. Or isthisaperformance, for my benefit, to show me he’ s up-to-date?
Maybe men shouldn’t have been told about their own humanity. It's only made them uncomfortable. It's
only made them trickier, dier, more evasive, harder to read.

“If you hadn’t been so crazy,” | say, “it could have worked out. With us, | mean.”

That perks him up. “Who was crazy?’ he says, grinning again. “Who drove who to the hospita 7’
“If it hadn’t been for you,” | say, “I wouldn't have needed to be driven to the hospita.”

“That' snot fair and you know it,” he says.

“You'reright,” | say. “It'snot fair. I’'m glad you drove meto the hospital.”

Forgiving men is so much easer than forgiving women.

“I'll walk you where you'regoing,” he says when we' re out on the sdewalk. | would like that. We're
getting adong so well, now there' snothing at stake. | can seewhy | fell inlovewith him. But | don't have
the energy for it now.

“That'sokay,” | say. | don’t want to admit that | don’t know where I’'m going. “ Thanks for the studio.
Let meknow if you need anything out of it.” Though | know hewon’t come over while I’ m there, it’ s il
too awkward, and hazardous, for us to be together behind a door that locks.

“Maybe we could have adrink, later,” he says.
| say, “Maybe we could.”

After leaving Jon | walk east dong Queen, past the street dedlers selling risqué T-shirts, past the garter
belts and satin underpantsin the windows. What I’ m thinking about isa picture | painted, years ago
now. Falling Women, it was caled. A lot of my paintings then began in my confusion about words.

There were no men in this painting, but it was about men, the kind who caused women to fall. | did not
ascribe any intentions to these men. They were like the weather, they didn’t have amind. They merely
drenched you or struck you like lightning and moved on, mindless as blizzards. Or they werelikerocks, a
line of sharp dippery rockswith jagged edges. Y ou could walk with care a ong between the rocks,
picking your steps, and if you dipped you'd fall and cut yoursdlf, but it was no use blaming the rocks.

That must be what was meant by falen women. Fallen women were women who had falen onto men

and hurt themsalves. There was some suggestion of downward motion, against one’ swill and not with the
will of anyone ese. Falen women were not pulled-down women or pushed women, merely falen. Of
course there was Eve and the Fdl; but there was nothing about faling in that story, which was only about
egting, like most children’ s stories.

Falling Women showed the women, three of them, falling asif by accident off abridge, their skirts



opened into bells by thewind, their hair streaming upward. Down they fell, onto the men who werelying
unseen, jagged and dark and without volition, far below.

Chapter 48

I‘'m staring at a naked woman. In a picture she would be anude, but sheisnot in apicture. Thisisthe
firgt live naked woman I’ ve ever seen, gpart from mysdlf in the mirror. The girlsin the high school locker
room aways had their underwear on, which is not the same thing, and neither are the women in stretch
Lycraone-piece bathing suits with modesty pandl's, in magazine ads.

Even thiswoman is not entirely naked, as she has a sheet draped over her left thigh and tucked in
between her legs: no hair shows. She' s sitting on astool, her buttocks squashing out sideway's, her
stocky back is curved, her right leg is crossed over her |€eft at the knee, her right elbow rests on her right
knee, her left arm is placed behind her with the hand on the stool. Her eyes are bored, her head droops
forward, the way it has been put. She looks cramped and uncomfortable, and also cold: | can seethe
goose bumps on her upper arms. She has athick neck. Her hair isfrizzly and short, red with darker
roots, and | suspect sheis chewing gum: every oncein awhilethereisadow, furtive, sdeways motion of
her jaw. Sheis not supposed to move.

| am trying to draw thiswoman, with apiece of charcod. | am trying for fluidity of line. Thisishow the
teacher has arranged her: for fluidity of line. | would rather be using ahard pencil; the charcoa getson
my fingersand smears, and isno good for hair. Also thiswoman frightensme. Thereisalot of fleshto
her, especidly below the waist; there are folds across her scomach, her breasts are saggy and have
enormous dark nipples. The harsh fluorescent light, faling straight down on her, turns her eye socketsto
caverns, emphasizes the descending lines from nose to chin; but the massiveness of her body makes her
head look like an afterthought. Sheisnot beautiful, and | am afraid of turning into that.

Thisisanight class. It'scaled Life Drawing, and isheld on Tuesdays at the Toronto College of Art, ina
large bare room, beyond which isa utilitarian stairway, then McCaul Street, then Queen with its drunks
and streetcar tracks, and beyond that square, boxy Toronto. There are adozen of usin the room, with
our hopeful, amost-new Bristol drawing boards and our black-tipped fingers; two older women, eight
young men, another girl my own age, and me. | am not astudent here, but even those who aren't
students can sign up for this class, under certain circumstances. The circumstances are that you haveto
convince the teacher you are serious. It'snot clear however how long | will last.

Theteacher isMr. Hrbik. Heisin hismid-thirties, with dark thickly curled hair, amustache, an eagle
nose, and eyesthat look amost purple, like mulberries. He has ahabit of staring at you without saying
anything, and, it seems, without blinking.

It wasthe eyes| noticed firgt, when | went for my interview with him. Hewas gtting in histiny
paper-covered office at the college, leaning back in his chair and chewing the end of apencil. When he
saw me he put the pencil down.

“How old areyou?’ he said.
“Seventeen,” | said. “ Almogt eighteen.”
“Ah,” he said, and Sighed asif thiswas bad news. “What have you done?’

Thismadeit sound asif he was accusing me of something. Then | saw what he meant: | was supposed to
bring something called “a portfolio of recent work,” which meant pictures, so he could judge me. But |
didn’t have much work to bring. About the only contact I’ d had with art wasin high schoal, inthe Art
Appreciation class we had to take in Grade Nine, where we listened to the Moonlight Sonata and



interpreted it with wavy crayon lines, or drew atulip in avase. I’ d never been to an art gdlery, though I'd
read an article on Picasso, in Life magazine.

Over the past summer, when I’ d had ajob making beds and cleaning toilets at aresort in Muskokato
earn extramoney, I’d bought asmall oil painting set in one of the tourist shops. The namesonthelittle
tubes were like passwords. Cobalt Blue, Burnt Umber, Crimson Lake. On my time off I’ d take this set
out dong the shore, and st with my back againgt atree with the pine needles digging into me from
undernegath, and mosquitoes collecting around me, looking out across the flat sheet meta water, the
varnished mahogany inboards moving acrossit, little flags at their sterns. In these boats were sometimes
other chambermaids, the kind who went to illegd partiesin peopl€ sroomsto drink rye and ginger de
out of paper cups, and were rumored to go al the way. There had been tearful confrontationsin the
laundry room, over the folded sheets.

| did not know how to paint or even what to paint, but | knew | had to begin. After awhile!’d painted a
picture of abeer bottle minusthe label, and atree shaped like a damaged whisk, and severa uncertain,
dudge-colored pictures of rocks, with aviolently blue lake in the background. Also a sunset, which came
out looking like something you might spill on yoursdif.

| produced these from the black file folder in which I d been carrying them. Mr. Hrbik frowned and
twiddled his pencil and said nothing. | was discouraged, and aso in awe of him, because he had power
over me, the power to shut me out. | could see he thought my paintings were bad. They were bad.

“Any more?’ hesaid. “Any drawings?’

Out of desperation I'd included some of my old Biology drawings, in hard lead pencil with colored
shadings. | knew | could draw better than | could paint, I’d been doing it longer. | had nothing to lose
and so | brought them out.

“What isit you cdl this?” he said, holding the top one upside-down.

“It' stheindgde of aworm,” | said.

Hedid not show surprise. “This?’

“It' saplanaria. In stained section.”

“And this?”

“It' sthe reproductive system of afrog. A malefrog,” | added.

Mr. Hrbik stared up a me with his shining purple eyes. “Why do you want to take this class?’ he said.

“It'stheonly onel cangetinto,” | said. Then | realized how bad that sounded. “1t's my only hope. |
don’t know anyone el se who can teach me.”

“Why do you want to learn?’
“I don’t know,” | said.

Mr. Hrbik picked up his pencil and stuck the end of it into the side of his mouith, like acigarette. Then he
took it out again. Hetwirled hisfingersin hishair. “Y ou are acomplete amateur,” he said. “But
sometimesthisis better. We can begin from nothing.” He smiled at me, thefirst time. He had uneven
teeth. “Wewill see what we can make of you,” he said.



Mr. Hrbik pacesthe room. He despairs of us, al of us, including the model, whose surreptitious gum
chewing maddenshim. “Keep dill,” he saysto her, tugging at his hair. “Enough gum.” The model shoots
him amalevolent look and clenches her jaw. He takes her arms and her sulky-faced head and rearranges
them, asif sheisamannequin. “Wewill try again.”

He strides up and down among us, looking over our shoulders and grunting to himsdlf, asthe room fills
with the sandy rasping noise of charcoa on paper. “No, no,” he saysto ayoung man. “Thisisa body.”
He pronouncesit “bowdy.” “Thisis not an automobile. Y ou mugt think of the fingers, touching thisflesh,
or the running of the hand over. Thismust betactile.” | try to think the way he wants meto, but recail. |
have no wish to run my fingers over thiswoman's goose-pimply flesh.

To one of the older women he says, “We do not want pretty. The bowdy is not pretty like aflower.
Draw what isthere.” He stops behind me, and | cringe, waiting. “We are not making amedical
textbook,” he saysto me. “What you have made is a corpse, not awoman.” He pronouncesit “voman.”

| look at what | have drawn, and heisright. | am careful and accurate, but | have drawn a
person-shaped bottle, inert and without life. Courage, which has brought me here, flows out of me. |
have no talent.

But a the end of the class, when the modd has risen giffly to her feet and has clutched her sheet around
her and padded off to dress, when | am putting away my charcoa, Mr. Hrbik comesto stand beside me.
| rip out the drawings | have made, intending to crumple them up, but he puts his hand quickly on mine.
“Savethese” he says.

“Why?' | say. “They’'renno good.”

“You will look at them later,” he says, “and you will see how far you have come. Y ou can draw objects
very well. But asyet you cannot draw life. God first made the bowdy out of dirt, and after he breathed in
the soul. Both are necessary. Dirt and soul.” He gives me abrief smile, squeezes my upper am. “There
must be passion.”

| look at him uncertainly. What he saysis atrespass. people don’t talk about bodies unlessthey’re
discussing illnesses, or about souls except in church, or about passion unless they mean sex. But Mr.
Hrbik isastranger, and can't be expected to know this.

“Y ou are an unfinished voman,” he addsin alower voice, “but here you will befinished.” He doesn’t
know that finished means over and done with. He intends to be encouraging.

Chapter 49

| sit in the darkened auditorium, downgtairs at the Roya Ontario Museum, leaning back in the hard seet
covered with scratchy plush and breathing in the smell of dust and airlessness and stale upholstery and the
sweetish face powder of the other students. | fed my eyes getting rounder and rounder, the pupils
enlarging like an owl’ s for an hour I’ ve been looking at dides, yelowy, sometimes unfocused dides of
white marble women with flat-topped heads. These heads are holding up stone entablatures, which look
very heavy; no wonder the tops of their heads are flat. These marble women are called caryatids, which
originaly referred to the priestesses of Artemisat Caryae. But they are no longer priestesses; they are
now ornamental devices doubling as supporting columns.

There are many dides of columnsaswel, various kinds of columns from various periods. Doric, lonic,
Corinthian. Doric columns are the strongest and smplest, Corinthian ones are the lightest and most
ornate, adorned with rows of acanthus leaves giving rise to graceful volutes and helices. A long pointer,
emerging from the area of no light beside the screen, rests on the volutes and hdlices, indicating whichis



which. | will need these words later, when | haveto regurgitate them for exams, so | attempt to write
them in my notebook, bending my head down close to the paper in order to see. | spend alot of time
now writing obscure words in the dark.

| expect things to be better next month, when we' Il get away from the Greeks and Romans and into
Mediaeval and Renaissance. Classical has come to mean, for me, bleachedout and broken. Most of the
Greek and Roman things have body parts missing, and the generd armlessness, leglessness, and

nosel essness is getting to me, not to mention the snapped-off penises. Also the grayness and whiteness,
athough | have learned to my surprisethat al these marble statues used to be painted, in bright colors,
with yelow hair and blue eyes and flesh tones, and sometimes dressed up in redl clothing, like dolls.

Thisclassisasurvey course. It's supposed to orient usin time, in preparation for later, more specialized
courses. It'spart of Art and Archaeology a the University of Toronto, which isthe only sanctioned
pathway that leads anywhere close to art. Also the only thing | can afford: | have won a scholarship to
university, which was no more than expected. Y ou should use the brains God gave you,” my father isin
the habit of saying, though we both know he thinksthis gift wasrealy bestowed by him. If | left
university, threw over my scholarship, hewould not see hisway clear to putting up the cash for anything
dse

When | firg told my parents | was not going into Biology after al but was going to be an arti<t, they
reacted with darm. My mother said that wasfineif it waswhat | redly wanted to do, but they were
worried about how | would make aliving. Art was not something that could be depended on, though al
right for ahobby, like shellwork or wood carving. But Art and Archaeology was reassuring to them: |
could veer off in the archaeology direction and take to digging things up, which was more serious.

At thevery least | will come out of it with adegree, and with a degree you can dwaysteach. | have
private reservations about this: | think of Miss Creighton, the Art Appreciation teacher at Burnham High,
pudgy and beleaguered, who got routindly locked into the supply closet where the paper and paints were
kept by some of the greasier and more leathery boys.

One of my mother’ sfriendstells her that art is something you can dways do a home, in your sparetime.

The other studentsin Art and Archaeology are dl girlsbut one, just as the professors are dl men but one.
The student who is not agirl and the professor who is not a man are consdered strange; thefirst hasan
unfortunate skin condition, the second a nervous ssammer. None of the girl sudentswantsto be an artist;
instead they want to be teachers of art in high schools, or, in one case, acurator in agallery. Or elsethey
are vague about their wants, which meansthey intend to get married before any of these other things
becomes necessary.

What they wear is cashmere twin sets, camd’ s-hair coats, good tweed skirts, pearl button earrings. They
wear tidy medium-hedl pumps and tailored blouses, or jumpers, or little weskits with matching skirtsand
buttons. | wear these thingstoo, | try to blend in. Between classes | drink cups of coffee with them and
eat doughnuts, sitting in various common rooms and butteries and coffee shops. They discuss clothes, or
talk about the boys they are going out with, licking the doughnut sugar off their fingers. Two of them are
aready pinned. Their eyes during these conversations ook dewy, blurred, pulpy, easily hurt, likethe eyes
of blind baby kittens; but also dy and speculative, and filled with greed and deceait.

| fed ill at easewiththem, asif | am here under fase pretences. Mr. Hrbik and the tectility of the body
do not fit into Art and Archaeology; my botched attempts at drawing naked women would be seen asa
wagte of time. Art has been accomplished, elsawhere. All that remainsto be done with it is the memory
work. Theentire Life Drawing class would be viewed as pretentious, and aso ludicrous.



Butitismy lifdine, my red life. Increasingly | begin to diminate whatever does not fit in with it, paring
myself down. To thefirat class| made the mistake of wearing aplaid jumper and awhite blouse with a
Peter Pan collar, but | learn quickly. | switch to what the boys wear, and the other girl: black turtlenecks
and jeans. Thisclothing isnot adisguise, like other clothing, but an dlegiance, and intime | work up the
courage to wear these things even in the daytime, to Art and Archaeology; al except the jeans, which
nobody wears. Instead | wear black skirts. | grow out my high school bangs and pin my hair back off my
face, hoping to look augtere. The girlsat university, in their cashmere and pearls, make jokes about arty
bestniks and talk to meless.

The two older women in Life Drawing notice my transformation aswell. “So who died?’ they ask me.
Their names are Babs and Marjorie, and they are professionas. They both do portraits, Babs of children,
Marjorie of dog owners and their dogs; they are doing Life Drawing as arefresher course, they say.
They themsalves do not wear black turtlenecks, but smocks, like pregnant women. They call each other
“kid” and make raucous comments about their work, and smoke in the washroom, asif it’s naughty.
Because they are my mother’ s age, it embarrasses me to be in the same room with them and the naked
model both together. At the sametime | find them undignified. They remind me less of my mother,
however, than of Mrs. Finestein from next door.

Mrs. Finestein has taken to wearing fitted red suits and jaunty pillbox hats trimmed with matching
cherries. She catches sight of mein my new getup and is disgppointed. “ She lookslike an Italian widow,”
shetelsmy mother. “ She' sletting herself go. Such ashame. With agood haircut and alittle makeup, she
could be stunning.” My mother reportsthisto me, smiling asif it'sfunny, but | know it's her way of
expressing concern. | am verging on grubbiness. Letting yourself go isan darming notion; itissaid of
older women who become frowzy and fat, and of thingsthat are sold cheap.

Of coursethereissomething toit. | am letting mysdf go.
Chapter 50

I“min abeer parlor, drinking ten-cent draft beer, with the other students from Life Drawing. The grumpy
waiter comes, balancing acircular tray on one hand, and plonks down the glasses, which arelike
ordinary water glassesonly full of beer. Froth dopsover. | don't like the taste of beer much, but by now
| know how to drink it. I even know enough to sprinkle salt on the top, to cut down the foam.

This beer parlor has adingy red carpet and cheesy black tables and plastic-uphol stered chairs and scant
lighting, and reeks of car ashtray; the other beer parlorswe drink in are smilar. They are called thingslike
Lundy’sLane and The Maple Leaf Tavern, and they’redl dark, even in daytime, because they aren't
alowed to have windows you can seein through from the street. Thisisto avoid corrupting minors. | am
aminor myself—the legd drinking ageis twenty-one—but none of the waiters ever asksfor my 1.D. Jon
says| look so young they think I'd never havethe nerveto try it unless| wasredlly overage.

The beer parlors are divided into two sections. The Men Only sections are where the rowdy drunks and
rubby-dubs hang out; they’ re floored with sawdust, and the smell of spilled beer and old urine and
sckness wafts out from them. Sometimes you can hear shouts and the crash of glass from within, and see
aman being gected by two wrestler-sized waiters, his nose bleeding, hisarmsflailing.

The Ladies and Escorts sections are cleaner and quieter and more gented, and smell better. If you'rea
man you can't go into them without awoman, and if you' re awoman you can't go into the Men Onlys.
Thisis supposed to keep prostitutes from bothering men, and to keep the male hard drinkers from
bothering women. Colin, who isfrom England, tells us about pubs, where there are fireplaces and you
can play darts and stroll around and even sing, but none of that is alowed in beer parlors. They arefor
drinking beer, period. If you laugh too much you can be asked to leave.



The Life Drawing students prefer Ladies and Escorts, but they need awoman to get in. Thisiswhy they
invite me: they even buy me free beers. | am their passport. Sometimes I'm the only one available after
class, because Susie, the girl my age, frequently begs off, and Marjorie and Babs go home. They have
husbands, and are not taken serioudly. The boys cdl them “lady painters.”

“If they’ relady painters, what does that make me?’ | say.
“A girl painter,” Jon says, joking.

Colin, who has manners of asort, explains. “If you' re bad, you' re alady painter. Otherwise you'rejust a
painter.” They don't say “artist.” Any painter who would cal himsdf an artist isan asshole, asfar as
they’ re concerned.

I’ ve given up on going out on dates in the old way: somehow it’sno longer aseriousthing to do. Also |
haven't been asked that often since the advent of the black turtle-necks: boys of the
blazer-and-white-shirt variety know what’ s good for them. In any casethey are boys, not men. Their
pink cheeks and group sniggering, their good-girl and bad-girl categories, their avid, fumbling attemptsto
push back the frontiers of garter belt and brassere no longer hold my attention. Mustaches of long
standing do, and nicotine-stained fingers; experienced wrinkles, heavy eydids, aworld-weary tolerance;
men who can blow cigarette smoke out through their mouths and breethe it in through their nogtrils
without a second thought. I’ m not sure where this picture has come from. It ssemsto have arrived fully
formed, out of nowhere,

The Life Drawing sudents aren't like this, though they don’'t wear blazers either. With their ddiberately
shoddy and paint-stained clothing, their newly sprouted facia hair, they are atrangtional form. Although
they talk, they distrust words; one of them, Reg from Saskatchewan, is so inarticulate he' s practicaly
mute, and thiswordlessness of hisgives him aspecid status, asif the visua has eaten up part of hisbrain
and left him anidiot saint. Colin the Englishman is distrusted because he talks not too much but too well.
Redl painters grunt, like Marlon Brando.

But they can make their fedings known. There are shrugs, mutterings, haf-finished sentences, hand
movements: jabs, fists, openings of the fingers, jerky sculptings of the air. Sometimesthissign languageis
about other peopl€e spainting: “It sucks,” they say, or very occasionaly, “Fan-fuckin-tastic.” They don’t
approve of much. Also they think Toronto isadump. “Nothing’ s happening here,” iswhat they say, and
many of their conversations revolve around their plansfor escape. Parisisfinished, and even Colin the
Englishman doesn’t want to go back to England. “ They al paint yellowy-green there,” he says.

“Y ellowy-green, like goose turds. Bloody depressing.” Nothing but New Y ork will do. That'swhere
everything is happening, that’ swherethe actionis.

When they’ ve had severad beersthey might talk about women. They refer to their girlfriends, some of
whom live with them; these are called “my old lady.” Or they make jokes about the modelsin Life
Drawing, who change from night to night. They speek of going to bed with them, asif this depends only
onther inclination or lack of it. There are two possible attitudesto this: lip smacking or nauseated
revulson. “A cow,” they say. “A bag.” “What adiscard.” Sometimesthey do thiswith an eye toward
me, looking to see how | will take it. When the descriptions of body parts get too detailed—"Cunt like
an dephant’sarse,” “How would you know, eh, screw e ephants much?’—they shush one another, asif
infront of mothers; asif they haven't decided who | am.

| don't resent any of this. Instead | think | am privileged: | am an exception, to somerule | haven't even
identified.

| St in the dankness and beer fug and cigarette smoke, getting alittle dizzy, keeping my mouth shut, my



eyesopen. | think | can see them clearly because | expect nothing from them. In truth | expect alot. |
expect to be accepted.

There sonething they do that | don't like: they make fun of Mr. Hrbik. Hisfirst nameis Josef and they
cal him Uncle Joe, becauise he has a mustache and an Eastern European accent and is authoritarian in his
opinions. Thisisunfair, snce | know—al of usknow by now—that he was shunted around in four
different countries, because of the upheavas of the war, and got trapped behind the Iron Curtain and
lived on garbage and almost starved, and escaped during the Hungarian Revol ution, probably with
danger to hislife. He has never mentioned the exact circumstances. In fact he has mentioned none of this,
inclass. Neverthdessit isknown.

But it cuts no ice with the boys. Drawing sucks and Mr. Hrbik isathrowback. They cdl himaD.P.,
which means displaced person, an old insult | remember from high school. It waswhat you cdled
refugees from Europe, and those who were stupid and uncouth and did not fit in. They mimic his accent,
and the way he talks about the body. They only take Life Drawing becauseit’ sarequirement. Life
Drawing isnot what' s happening, Action Painting is, and for that you sure as hell don’t need to know
how to draw. In particular you don’t need to know how to draw a cow with no clothes on. Nevertheless
they sitin Life Drawing, scratching away with the charcod and turning out rendering after rendering of
breasts and buttocks, thighs and necks, and some nights nothing but feet, as| do, while Mr. Hrbik strides
up and down, tugging a hishair and despairing.

The faces of the boys areimpassive. To metheir contempt is obvious, but Mr. Hrbik doesn’t notice. |
fed sorry for him, and grateful to him, for letting meinto the dlass. Also | admire him. Thewar isfar
enough away now to be romantic, and he has been through it. | wonder if he has any bullet holesin him,
or other marks of grace.

Tonight, in the Ladies and Escorts of the Maple Leaf Tavern, it isn't just the boysand me. Susieis here
too.

Susehasydlow hair, which | can tell sherollsand sets and then dishevels, and tips ash-blond at the
ends. She wearsjeans and black turtlenecks too, but her jeans are skintight and she' susualy got
something around her neck, aslver chain or amedallion. She does her eyeswith aheavy black line over
thelid like Cleopatra, and black mascara and smoky dark-blue eye shadow, so her eyes are
blue-rimmed, bruise-colored, asif someone' s punched her; and she uses white face powder and pae
pink lipgtick, which makes her look ill, or asif she' sbeen up very late every night for weeks. She hasfull
hips, and breaststhat are too large for her height, like a rubber squeaky toy that’ s been pushed down on
the top of the head and has bulged out in these places. She has alittle breathless voice and a startled little
laugh; even her nameislike apowder puff. | think of her asaslly girl who'sjust fooling around at art
school, too dumb to get into university, athough | don’t make judgments like this about the boys.

“Uncle Joe was raving tonight,” says Jon. Jonistall, with sdeburns and big hands. He has adenim jacket
with alot of snap fasteners on it. Besides Colin the Englishman, he' sthe most articulate one. He uses
wordslike purity and the picture plane, but only among two or three, never with the whole group.

“Oh,” says Sude, with atiny, gaspy laugh, asif theair isgoing into her instead of out, “that’smean! Y ou
shouldn't cal him that!”

Thisirritates me: because she's said something | should have said mysdlf and didn’t have the gutsto, but
as0 because she' s made even this defense come out like acat rubbing againgt aleg, an admiring hand on

abicep.
“Pompousold fart,” says Calin, to get some of her attention for himsdlf.



Suseturns her big blue-rimmed eyes on him. “He' snot old,” she says solemnly. “He sonly thirty-five”
Everyonelaughs.

But how does she know? | [ook at her and wonder. | remember thetime | went early to class. The
moded wasn't there yet, | wasin the room by mysdlf, and then Susie walked in with her coat dready off,
and right after that Mr. Hrbik.

Susie came over to where | was sitting and said, “Don’'t you just hate the snow!” Ordinarily shedidn’t
talk to me. And | was the one who' d been out in the snow: shelooked warm astoast.

Chapter 51

In the daytimeit' s February. The gray museum auditorium steams with wet coats and the dush melting
from winter boots. There salot of coughing.

WEe ve finished the Mediaeva period, with its reliquaries and ongated saints, and are speeding through
the Renai ssance, hitting the high points. Virgin Marys abound. It' sasif one enormous Virgin Mary has
had awhole bunch of daughters, most of which look something like her but not entirely. They’ ve shed
their gold-leaf halos, they’ ve lost the elongated, flat-chested look they had in stone and wood, they’ ve
filled out more. They ascend to Heaven less frequently. Some are dough-faced and solemn, sitting by
fireplaces or in chairs of the period, or by open windows, with roof work going on in the background;
some are anxious-looking, others are milk-fed and pinky-white, with wire-thin halos and fine gold tendrils
of hair escaping from their vellsand clear Italian skiesin the distance. They bend over the cradle of the
Nativity, or they hold Jesus on their l1gps.

Jesus hastrouble looking like area baby because hisarms and legs are too long and spindly. Even when
he does ook like a baby, he' s never newborn. I’ ve seen newborn babies, with their wizened
dried-apricot look, and these Jesuses are nothing like them. It sasif they’ ve been born at the age of one
year, or e are shriveled men. There' salot of red and bluein these pictures, and alot of
breast-feeding.

The dry voice from the darkness concentrates on the formal properties of the compositions, the
arrangement of cloth in foldsto accentuate circularity, the rendering of textures, the uses of perspectivein
archways and in thetiles underfoot. We skim over the breast-feeding: the pointer emerging from nowhere
never alights on these bared breasts, some of which are an unpleasant pinky-green or veiny, or have a
hand pressing the nipple and even red milk. Thereis some shifting in the sests at this: nobody wantsto
think about breast-feeding, not the professor and certainly not the girls. Over coffee they shiver: they
themsalves are fagtidious, they will bottle-feed, which isanyway more sanitary.

“The point of the breast-feeding,” | say, “isthat the Virgin is humble enough to do it. Most women then
got their kids wet-nursed by somebody dse, if they could afford it.” | have read thisin abook, dug up
from the depths of the stacks, inthelibrary.

“Oh, Elaine” they say. “You'resuch abran.”

“The other point isthat Christ cameto earthasamamma,” | say. “| wonder what Mary did for digpers?
Now that would be ardlic: the Sacred Diaper. How come there are no pictures of Christ on the potty?|
know there' sapiece of the Holy Foreskin around, but what about the Holy Shit?’

“You'reawful!”

| grin, | crossmy ankle over my knee, | put my elbows on thetable. | enjoy pestering the girlsin this
minor, trivid way: it shows| am not like them.



Thisisonelife, my life of daytimes. My other, my redl life, takes place at night.

I’ve been watching Susie closely, and paying attention to what she does. Susieisnot in fact my age, she
istwo years older and more, she'samost twenty-one. She doesn't live at home with her parents, butin a
bache orette gpartment in one of the new high-rise buildings on Avenue Road, north of St. Clair. Itis
thought her parents pay for this. How e se could she afford it? These buildings have elevatorsin them,

and wide foyerswith plants, and are caled things like The Monte Carlo. Living in them isadaring and
sophisticated thing to do, though scoffed at by the painters: trios of nurseslive there. The painters
themselves live on Bloor Street or Queen, above hardware stores and placesthat sell suitcases
wholesale, or on Sde streets where there areimmigrants.

Susie days after class, she turns up early, she hangs around; during the classitself shelooksat Mr. Hrbik
only sdeways, furtively. | meet her coming out of his office and she jumps and smiles a me, then turns
and cdlls, artificidly and too loudly, “Thank you, Mr. Hrbik! See you next week!” She givesalittlewave,
athough the door is partly closed and he can’t possibly see her: thewaveisfor me. | now guesswhat |
should have spotted right away: sheis having alove affair with Mr. Hrbik. Also, she thinks nobody has
figured thisout.

Inthissheiswrong. | overhear Marjorie and Babs discussing it in an oblique way: “Listen, kid, it' sone
way to passthe course,” iswhat they say. “Wish | could do it just by flipping on my back.” “Don’t you
wish! Those days arelong gone, en?” And they laugh in acomfortable way, asif what isgoingonis
nothing a dl, or funny.

| don't think thislove affair isat dl funny. Love affair ishow I think of it; | can’t detach the word affair
from the word love, dthough which of them lovesthe other isnot clear. | decidethat it's Mr. Hrbik who
loves Susie. Or he doesn't redlly love her: he' s besotted by her. | like thisword besotted, suggestive asit
isof sogginess, soppiness, flies drunk on syrup. Susie hersdf isincapable of love, she' stoo shdlow. |
think of her asthe conscious one, the one in control: she' stoying with him, in ahard, lacquered way
straight out of forties movie posters. Hard as nails, and | even know what color of nails. Fireand Ice.
This, despite her easily hurt look, her ingratiating ways. She throws off guilt like a sweet aroma, and Mr.
Hrbik staggers besotted toward hisfate.

After sheredizesthe peoplein the class know—Babs and Marjorie have away of conveying their
knowledge—Susi e becomes bolder. She startsreferring to Mr. Hrbik by hisfirst name, and popping him
into sentences: Josef thinks, Josef says. She dways knowswhere heis. Sometimes heisin Montreal for
the weekend, where they have much better restaurants and decent wines. She' s definite about this,
athough she' s never been there. She throws out inside tidbits of information about him: hewas married in
Hungary, but hiswife didn’t come with him and now he' sdivorced. He has two daughters whose
pictures he keegpsin hiswallet. It killshim to be separated from them—"It just kills him,” she says Softly,
her eyesmidting.

Marjorie and Babs gobble thisup. Already she' slosing her floozie status with them, she’ sentering the
outskirts of domesticity. They egg her on: “Listen, | don’'t blameyou! | think he' sjust cute as abutton!”

“I could eat him up! But that would be robbing the cradle, en?’ In the washroom the two of them sit Side
by sdein separate cubicles, taking over the noise of gushing pee, while | stand in front of the mirror,
ligeningin. “1 just hope he knowswhat he' sdoing. A nicekid like her.” What they mean isthat he should
marry her. Or perhaps they mean that he should marry her if she gets pregnant. That would be the decent

thing.
The painters, on the other hand, turn rough on her. “ Jeez, will you shut up about Josef! Y ou' d think the

sun shinesout of hisassl” But she can't shut up. She resortsto craven, apologetic giggling, which annoys
them further, and me aso. I" ve seen that saturated, brimming look before.



| feel that Mr. Hrbik needs protecting, or even rescuing. | don't yet know that aman can be admirablein
many ways but ajerk in others. Also | haven't yet learned thet chivalry in menisidiocy in women: men
can get out of arescue alot more easily, once they get into it.

Chapter 52

| am Hill living a home, which ishumiliating; but why should | pay extrato livein adormitory, when the
university isin the same city? Thisismy father’ sview, and the reasonable one. Little does he know it isn’t
adormitory | have in mind, but a crumbling walk-up above abakery or cigar store, with Streetcars
rumbling by outside and the ceilings covered with egg cartons painted black.

But I no longer deep in my childhood room with the vanilla-colored light fixture and the window curtains.
I’ve retreated to the cdllar, claiming | can study better. Down therein adim storage room adjacent to the
furnace |’ ve set up aream of ersatz squaor. From the cupboardful of old camping equipment I've
excavated one of the army surplus cots and alumpy khaki degping bag, short-circuiting my mother’s
plansto move my bed down to the cellar so | can have a proper mattress. On thewals |’ ve taped
theater posters, from local productions—Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Sartre’'s No Exit—with
ddiberate fingerprints and inkstain-black |ettering on them, and shadowy figuresthat look asif they’ve
run in the wash; aso severa of my careful drawings of feet. My mother thinks the theater posters are
gloomy, and doesn’'t understand the feet at dl: feet should have abody. | narrow my eyesat her,
knowing better.

Asfor my father, he thinks my talent for drawing isimpressive, but wasted. It would have been better
applied to cross sections of stems and the cells of agae. For him | am a botanist manqué.

Hisview of life has darkened since Mr. Banerji returned to India. There is some obscurity around this: it
isnot talked of much. My mother says he was homesick, and hints at a nervous breakdown, but there
was moreto it than that. “ They wouldn’t promote him,” says my father. There salot behind they (not we
), and wouldn’t (not didn’t). “He wasn't properly appreciated.” | think | know what this means. My
father’ sview of human nature has aways been blegk, but scientists were excluded from it, and now they
aren’'t. He feels betrayed.

My parents footsteps pace back and forth above my head; the sounds of the household, the Mixmaster
and the telephone and the distant news, filter down to measif inillness. | emerge, blinking, for mealsand
gt in stupor and demi-silence, picking at my chicken fricassee and mashed potatoes, while my mother
comments on my lack of gppetite and palor and my father tellsme useful and interesting thingsasif | am
dill young. Do | redlize that nitrogen fertilizers are destroying fish fife by fostering an overgrowth of agae?
Have | heard of the new disease which will turn usdl into deformed cretins unless the paper companies
areforced to stop dumping mercury into therivers? | do not redize, | have not heard.

“Areyou getting enough deep, dear?’” says my mother.
“Yes” | say untruthfully.

My father has noticed an ad in the paper, for an atomic radiation monster insect movie. “ Asyou know,”
he says, “those giant grasshoppers could never actualy exist. At that size their respiratory systemswould

collapse”
| do not know.

In April, while I’m studying for exams and before the buds come out, my brother Stephen gets arrested.
This happenstheway it would.



Stephen has not been here as he should have been to help me out at the dinner table, he hasn't been
homedl year. Instead he' srunning around loose in the world. HE s studying Astrophysics a auniversity
in Cdifornia, having finished his undergraduate degree in two yearsinstead of four. Now heisdoing
graduate work.

| have no clear picture of Caifornia, having never been there, but | think of it as sunny, and warm al the
time. The sky isavibrant aniline blue, the trees a preternatura green. | populate it with tanned, handsome
men in sunglasses and sports shirts with palm trees on them, and with real palm trees, and with blond,
long-legged women, aso tanned, with white convertibles.

Among these sunglassed, fashionable people my brother isan anomay. After heleft hisboys school he
reverted to his old, unkempt ways, and goes around in his moccasins and his sweaters with the
worn-through elbows. He doesn’t get a haircut unless reminded, and who isthere to remind him? He
walks among the pam trees, oblivious, whistling, his head sheathed in ahao of invisble numbers. What
do the Cdifornians make of him? They think heisakind of tramp.

Onthis particular day he takes his binoculars and his butterfly book and heads out into the countryside on
his secondhand bicycle, to look for Caifornian butterflies. He comesto a promising field, descends,

locks up the bike: heis prudent enough within limits. He heedsinto the field, which must havetal grassin
it and some smallish bushes. He seestwo exctic Cadlifornian butterflies and startsin pursuit of them,
pausing to scan them with his binoculars; but at this distance he can’t identify them, and every time he
moves forward they take off.

Hefollowsthem to the end of the field, where thereisachain-link fence. They fly through it, he climbs
over. On the other Sde there’ sanother field, aflatter one with less vegetation. There' sadirt road
crossing it, but he disregards this and follows the butterflies, red and white and black in color, with an
hourglass pattern, something he' s never seen before. At the other side of thisfield there' sanother fence,
ahigher one, and he scaes thistoo. Then, when the butterflies have findly stopped, on alow tropica
bush with pink flowers, and he' s down on one knee focusing his binoculars, three uniformed menina

jeep drive up.
“What' reyou doing in here?’ they say.

“Inwhere?” says my brother. He simpatient with them, they’ ve disturbed the butterflies, which have
flown off again.

“Didn’t you seethe signs?’ they say. “The onesthat said, DANGER, KEEP OUT?’
“No,” saysmy brother. “1 was chasing those butterflies.”

“Butterflies?’ saysone. The second one makes atwirling motion beside his ear, with hisfinger, denoting
craziness. “Wacko,” he says. Thethird one says, “Y ou expect usto believe that?”’

“What you believeisyour own concern,” says my brother. Or something of the sort.

“Wiseguy,” they say, because thisiswhat Americans say in comic books. | add some cigarettes, in the
sides of their mouths, afew pistols and other hardware, and boots.

It turns out they are the military and thisisamilitary testing zone. They take my brother back to their
headquarters and lock him up. Also they confiscate hisbinoculars. They don’t believe he' sagraduate
student in Astrophysics out chasing butterflies, they think he' sa spy, dthough they can’t figure out why he
would have been so open about it. Spy novels, as| and the military know but my brother does not, are
crawling with spieswho pretend to be harmless butterfly fanciers.



Findly they dlow him to make aphone call, and his graduate supervisor from the university hasto come
and bail him out. When he goes back to retrieve his bike, it’ s been pinched.

| get the bare bones of thisfrom my parents over the beef stew. They don’t know whether to be amused
or darmed. From my brother, however, | hear nothing of the sort. Instead | get aletter, written in pencil
on apage torn from aloose-leaf notebook. Hisletters always begin without greeting and end without
sgnature, asif they're part of one singleletter, unrolling through time like an endless paper towd.

He swriting thisletter, he says, from the top of atree, where he' swatching the footbal game over the
stadium wall—chegper than buying aticket—and esting a peanut butter sandwich, cheaper than egting in
arestaurant: he doesn't like monetary transactions. There arein fact severa grease spots on the paper.
He says he can see a bunch of pom-pom-covered capons jumping up and down. These must be the
cheerleaders. He sliving in astudent dormitory with alot of mucus membranes who do nothing but drool
over girlsand get pissed on American beer. In his opinion this takes some doing, as the stuff isweaker
than shampoo and tagtes like it into the bargain. In the mornings he esats prefrozen reheated fried eggs,
which are square in shape and haveice crystalsin theyolks. A triumph of modern technology, he says.

Apart from that he' senjoying himself, as heis hard a work on The Nature of the Universe. The burning
guestionis: isthe universe more like agiant ever-enlarging blimp, or doesit pulsate, does it expand and
contract? Probably the suspenseiskilling me, but | will just haveto wait afew yearstill he works out the
find answer. TUNE IN FOR THE NEXT THRILLING INSTALLMENT, he writes, in block |etters.

| hear you’ ve gone into the picture business, he continuesin norma-sized writing. | used to do that
sort of thing when | was younger. | hope you' re taking your cod liver oil pills and keeping out of
trouble. And that isthe end of the letter.

| think of my brother Sitting at the top of atree, in California. He no longer knows who he' swriting to,
because | have surdly changed beyond al recognition. And I no longer know who' swriting. | think of
him as staying aways the same, but of course this can't be true. He must know things by now that he

didn’t know before, as| do.

Also: if he' seating a sandwich and writing aletter both at the same time, how is he holding on? He seems
happy enough, up therein his perch of asniper. But he should be more careful. What | have aways
assumed in him to be bravery may be merely an ignorance of consequences. Hethinks heis safe,
because heiswhat he saysheis. But he' s out in the open, and surrounded by strangers.

Chapter 53

| St inaFrench restaurant with Josef, drinking white wine and eating snails. They'rethefirst snals| have
ever egten, thisisthefirst French restaurant | have ever beenin. It' sthe only French restaurant in
Toronto, according to Josef. It's caled La Chaumiére, which Josef says means “thatched cottage.” La
Chaumiére, is not however athatched cottage, but a prosaic, dowdy building like other Toronto
buildings. The snailsthemselves|ook like large dark pieces of snot; you egt them with atwo-pronged
fork. I think they are quite good, though rubbery.

Josef saysthey aren't fresh snails but have come out of atin. He saysthis sadly, with resgnation, asif it
means the end, though the end of what is not clear; thisis how he says many things.

It wastheway hefirst said my name, for instance. That was back in May, in the last week of Life
Drawing. Each of uswas supposed to meet with Mr. Hrbik for an individua evauation, to discuss our
progress during the year. Marjorie and Babs were ahead of me, standing in the hall with takeout coffees.
“Hi, kid,” they said. Marjorie wastdling a story about how aman exposed himsdif to her in Union
Station, where she had gone to meet her daughter on the train from Kingston. Her daughter was my age,



and going to Queen’s.
“He had on araincoat, would you believe,” said Marjorie.
“Oh God,” said Babs.

“So | looked him in the eye—the eye—and | said, ” Can’'t you do any better than that?* | mean, talk
about weenies. No wonder the poor boob runs around in train stations trying to get somebody to look at
it!”

“Aml?l
“Listen, what goes up must come down, eh?’

They snorted, spewing droplets of coffee, coughing out smoke. Asusud | found them dightly
disreputable: making jokes about things that were no joking maiter.

Susie cameout of Mr. Hrbik’s office. “Hi, you guys,” she said, trying for cheer. Her eyeshadow was
smudged, her eyes pinkish. I’ d been reading modern French novels, and William Faulkner aswell. |
knew what |ove was supposed to be: obsession, with undertones of nausea. Susie was the sort of girl
who would goin for thiskind of love. She would be abject, she would cling and grove. Shewould lieon
the floor, moaning, hanging onto Mr. Hrbik’ slegs, her hair faling like blond seaweed over the black
leather of his shoes (he would have his shoes on, being about to stalk out of the door). From thisangle,
Mr. Hrbik was cut off at the knees and Susi€’ sface wasinvisible. She would be squashed by passion,
obliterated.

| was not sorry for her, however. | wasalittle envious.

“Poor bunny rabbit,” Babs said behind her retreating back.

“Europeans,” said Marjorie. “1 don't believe for aminute he was ever divorced.”
“Listen, maybe he was never even married.”

“What about those kids of his?”

“Mogt likely hisnieces or something.”

| scowled at them. Their voices were way too loud; Mr. Hrbik would hear them.

After they had goneit was my turn. | went in, and stood while Mr. Hrbik sat, going through my portfolio,
which was spread out on hisdesk. | thought it was this that was making me nervous.

He flipped through the pages, hands, heads, bottoms, in silence, chewing his pencil. “Thisisnice,” hesaid
at lagt. “Y ou have made progress. Thisismore relaxed, thisline here.”

“Where?’ | said, leaning my hand on the desk, bending forward. He turned his head to the sde, toward
me, and there were his eyes. They were not purple after al but dark brown.

“Elaine, Elaing,” he said sadly. He put his hand over mine. Cold shot up my arm, into my stomach; |
stood there frozen, reveded to mysdlf. Isthiswhat I’ d been angling for, with my notions of rescue?

He shook hishead, asif he'd given up or had no choice, then drew me down, between his knees. He
didn’'t even stand up. So | was on the floor, on my knees, with my head tilted back, his hands caressing
the back of my neck. I’d never been kissed that way before. 1t was like a perfume ad: foreign and



dangerous and potentially degrading. | could get up and run for it, but if | stayed put, even for one more
minute, there would be no more groping in car seats or movie theaters, no skirmishes over brassere
hooks. No nonsense, no fooling around.

We went to Josef’ s gpartment in ataxi. In thetaxi Josef sat quite far apart from me, dthough he kept his
hand on my knee. | was not used to taxis then, and thought the driver waslooking at usin the rearview
mirror.

Josef’ s gpartment was on Hazelton Avenue, which was not quite adum athough closeto it. The houses
there are old, close together, with frumpy little front gardens and pointed roofs and mol dering wooden
scrollwork around the porches. There were cars parked bumper to bumper along the sdewak. Most of
the houseswerein pairs, atached together down one side. It wasin one of these crumbling,
pointy-roofed twin houses that Josef lived. He had the second floor.

A fat older man in shirtdeeves and suspenders was rocking on the porch of the house next to Josef’s. He
stared as Josef paid the taxi, then as we came up the front walk. “Nice day,” he said.

“lsn'tit?’ | said. Josef paid no attention. He put his hand lightly on the back of my neck aswe went up
the narrow inner airs. Everywhere he touched mefet heavy.

His apartment was three rooms. a front room, a middle room with akitchenette, and a back room. The
roomswere small, and there waslittle furniture. It was asif he'd just moved in, or was moving out. His
bedroom was painted mauve. On the walls were severd prints, which were of ongated figures, murkily
colored. There was nothing elsein thisroom but amattress on the floor, covered with aMexican blanket.
| looked at it, and thought | was seeing adult life.

Josef kissed me, standing up thistime, but | felt awkward. | was afraid someone would see in through the
window. | was afraid he would ask me to take off my own clothes, that he would then turn me thisway
and that, looking at me from adistance. | didn’t like being looked at from behind: it wasaview over
which | had no control. But if he asked this| would have to do it, because any hesitation on my part
would place me beneath consderation.

Helay down on the mattress, and looked up asif waiting. After amoment | lay down beside him and he
kissed me again, gently undoing my buttons. The buttons were on an outsi ze cotton shirt, which was what
had replaced the turtlenecks now that it was warm. | put my arms around him, and thought: hewasin the
war.

“What about Suse?’ | said. Assoon as| said it | realized it was ahigh school question.

“Suse?’ Josef asked, asif trying to remember her name. His mouth was against my ear; the name was
likearegretful Sgh.

The Mexican blanket was scratchy, which did not bother me: sex was supposed to be unpleasant the first
time. | expected the smell of rubber too, and the pain; but there was not as much pain, and not nearly as
much blood as everyone said.

Josef was not expecting the pain. “ Thisis hurting you?” he said at one point. “No,” | said, flinching, and
he did not stop. He was not expecting the blood either. He would have to get his blanket cleaned, but he
didn’t mention this. He was consderate, and stroked my thigh.

Josef has gone on al summer. Sometimes he takes me to restaurants, with checked tablecloths and
candles stuck in Chianti bottles; sometimesto foreign films about Swedes and Japanese, in smdll
uncrowded theaters. But we aways end up back at his apartment, under or on top of the Mexican



blanket. Hislovemaking is unpredictable; sometimes heis avid, sometimes routine, sometimes
absent-minded, asif doodling. It's partly the unpredictability that keeps me hooked. Thisand his need,
which seemsto me at times hel pless and beyond his control.

“Don't leaveme,” he says, running his hands over me; always before, not after. “1 couldn’t bear it.” This
isan old-fashioned thing to say, and in another man | would find it comical, but not in Josef. | aminlove
with hisneed. Only to think of it makes mefed suffused, inert, like the flesh of awatermelon. For this
reason |’ ve canceled my plansto return to the Muskoka resort, to work as| did last summer. Instead
I’vetaken ajob at the Swiss Chaet on Bloor Street. Thisisa place that serves nothing but chicken,
“breasted,” asit says on the sign. Chicken and dipping sauce, and coledaw and white buns, and one
flavor of ice cream: Burgundy Cherry, which isadtriking shade of purple. | wear auniform with my name
stitched on the pocket, asin high school gym class.

Josef sometimes picks me up there, after work. “Y ou smell of chicken,” he murmursin thetaxi, hisface
againgt my neck. I'velogt dl modesty intaxis; | lean againgt him, his hand around me, under my arm, on
my breast, or | lie down along the seat, head in hislap.

Also I have moved out of home. On the nights when I'm with him, Josef wants meto stay dl night. He
wants to wake up with me adegp beside him, start to make love to me without waking me up. I’ vetold
my parentsit’sonly for the summer, so | can be closer to the Swiss Chalet. They think it's awaste of
money. They are racketing around up north somewhere and | would have the house to myself; but my
ideaof mysdf and my parents idea.of me no longer belong in the same place.

If I'd gone to Muskokal wouldn't beliving at home this summer ether, but not living a homein the
samecity isdifferent. Now | live with two of the other Swiss Chalet girls, sudent workerslike mysdf, in
acorridor-shaped apartment on Harbord Street. The bathroom is festooned with stockings and
underpants, hair rollers perch on the kitchen counter like bristly caterpillars, dishes cakein the sink.

| see Josef twice aweek, and know enough not to try calling him or seeing him at other times. Either he
won't be there or he will be with Susie, because he hasn't stopped seeing her, not at al. But we are not
to tell her about me; we areto keep it secret. “ She would be so terribly hurt,” he says. It' sthelast onein
linewho must bear the burden of knowing: if anyoneisto be hurt it will haveto beme. But | fed
entrusted by him: we arein thistogether, this protecting of Susie. It' sfor her good. In thisthereisthe
satisfaction of al secrets: | know something she doesn't.

She' sfound out somehow that I’ m working at the Swiss Chal et—probably it’ s Josef who' stold her,
casudly, skirting discovery, probably hefindsit exciting to think of us together—and oncein awhile she
comesinfor acup of coffee, late in the afternoon when there’ s nobody much around. She' sgained alittle
weight, and the flesh of her cheeksis puffy. | can seewhat she'll look likein fifteen years, if sheisn't
careful.

| am nicer to her than | ever have been. Also I'm alittle wary of her. If shefinds out, will shelose
whatever grip on hersdf isleft and go for me with a steak knife?

Shewantsto talk. She wants usto get together sometime. She il says“ Josef and me.” Shelooks
forlorn.

Josef talksto me about Susie asif discussing a problem child. “ She wantsto get married,” he says. He
implies sheis being unreasonable, but that to deny her thisthing, this too-expensive toy, wounds him
deeply just the same. | have no wish to put mysdlf in the same category: irrationa, petulant. | don't want
to marry Josef, or anyone else. | have come to think of marriage as dishonorable, a crass trade-off rather
than afree gift. And even theidea of marriage would diminish Josef, poil him; thisisnot hisplacein the



scheme of things. Hisplaceisto be alover, with his secrecy and his dmost-empty rooms, and his baeful
memories and bad dreams. Anyway, I’ ve put mysalf beyond marriage. | can seeit back there, innocent
and beribboned, like achild'sdall: irretrievable. Instead of marriage | will be dedicated to my painting. |
will end up with my hair dyed, wearing outlandish clothes and heavy, foreign siver jewd lery. | will travel
alot. Possbly | will drink.

(Thereisof course the specter of pregnancy. Y ou can’t get adigphragm unless you' re married, rubbers
are sold under the counter and only to men. There are those girlswho went too far in back seats and got
knocked up and dropped out of high school, or had strange, never-explained accidents. There are
jocular termsfor it: up the spout, bun in the oven. But such washroom notions have nothing to do with
Josef and his experienced mauve bedroom. They a so have nothing to do with me, wrapped asl amin
dense minor-key enchantment. But | make little checkmarks on my pocket caendar, all the same.)

On the dayswhen | have time off, when I’m not seeing Josef, | try to paint. Sometimes| draw with
colored pencils. What | draw isthe furniture in the apartment: the overstuffed sofafrom the Sdly Ann
strewn with shed clothing, the bulbous lamp lent by aroommate’ s mother, the kitchen stool. More often |
don’t have the energy, and end up reading murder mysteriesin the bathtub.

Josef won't tell me about the war, or about how he got out of Hungary during the revolution. He says
these things are too disturbing for him and he wants only to forget them. He saysthere are many waysto
die and some are less pleasant than others. He says | am lucky | will never have to know thingslikethis.
“This country has no heroes,” he says. “Y ou should keep it that way.” Hetellsme | am untouched. This
isthe way he wants me, he says. When he says these things he runs his hands over my skin asif he's
erasng me, rubbing me smooth.

But he tellsme hisdreams. HE svery interested in these dreams, and they areinfact like no dreams| can
remember hearing about. There are red velvet curtains in them, red velvet sofas, red velvet rooms. There
arewhite silk ropesin them, with tassels on the ends; there’ salot of attention to fabrics. There are

decaying teacups.

He dreams of awoman wrapped up in cellophane, even over her face, and of another walking aong the
railing of abacony dressed in awhite shroud, and of another lying facedown in the bathtub. When he
tellsme these dreams, he doesn’t look at me exactly; it' sasif he' slooking at a point severa inchesinsde
my head. | don’t know how to respond, so | smile weskly. I'm alittle jealous of thesewomenin his
dreams. none of them are me. Josef Sghs and pats my hand. “ Y ou are so young,” he says.

Thereisnothing that can be said in reply to this, dthough | don’t fedl young. Right now | fed ancient, and
overworked and too warm. The constant odor of breasting chicken istaking awvay my appetite. It slate
July, the Toronto humidity hangs like swamp gas over the city, and the air-conditioning a the Swiss
Chalet broke down today. There were complaints. Someone upset aplatter of quarters with bunsand
dipping sauce onto the kitchen floor, causing skids. The chef called me a stupid bitch.

“I have no country,” says Josef mournfully. He touches my cheek tenderly, gazing into my eyes. “You are
my country now.”

| est another tinned, inauthentic snall. It strikes me with no warning that | am miserable.
Chapter 54
Cordelia has run away from home. Thisisnot how she putsit.

She' stracked me down through my mother. | meet her for coffee, during my afternoon break, not at the
Swiss Chalet. | could get the coffee free, but by now | want to be out of there as much as possible, avay



from the sickly back-room odor of raw poultry, the rows of naked chickens like dead babies, the
mushed-up, lukewarm, dog dish debris of customers meals. So instead we arein Murray' s, down the
dreet in the Park Plaza Hotdl . It's medium clean, and athough there' s no air-conditioning there are
celling fans. At least herel don’t know what goes on in the kitchen.

Corddiaisthinner now, amost gaunt. The cheekbones of her long face are visible, her gray-green eyes
arebigin her face. Around each one of them isdrawn agreen line. Sheistanned, her lips an understated
orangey-pink. Her arms are angular, her neck eegant; her hair is pulled back like abalerina’s. She's
wearing black stockings athough it's summer, and sandads, dthough the sandals are not dainty women's
summer sandals, but thick-soled and artistic, with primitive peasant buckles. Also a scoop-neck
short-deeved black jersey top that shows off her breasts, afull cotton skirt of adull blue-green with
abstract black swirls and squares on it, awide black belt. She has on two heavy rings, onewith a
turquoise, and chunky square earrings, and asilver bracelet: Mexican slver. Y ou would not say beautiful
about her, but you would stare, as| am, doing: for thefirst timein her life she looks distinguished.

We greeted each other on sight with the outstretched hands, the demi-hugs, the cries of surprise and
delight that women are supposed to make who haven't seen each other for awhile. Now | dumpin
Murray's, drinking wishy-washy coffee, while Corddiataksand | wonder why | have agreed to this. |
am at adisadvantage: I’'m in my crumpled, gravy-spotted Swiss Chaet uniform, my armpits are swegty,
my feet hurt, my hair in thishumidity is unruly and dank and curling like singed wool. There are dark
circlesunder my eyes, because last night was one of Josef’ s nights.

Corddiaon the other hand is showing hersdlf off to me. She wants me to see what has become of her,
snce her days of doth and overeating and failure. She has reinvented herself. She' s cool as a cucumber,
and brimming with casud news.

What sheisdoing isworking at the Stratford Shakespearean Festival. Sheisabit-part player. “ Very
minor things,” she says, waving her braceet and rings dismissvely, which meansless minor than she says.
“Y ou know. Spear carrying, though of course | don’t carry spears.” Shelaughs, and lights a cigarette. |
wonder if Corddiahas ever eaten snails, decide sheismost likely on familiar termswith them; a
depressing thought.

The Stratford Shakespearean Festival is quite famous by now. It was started severd years ago in the
town of Stratford, which has an Avon River running through it, and swans of both colors. | haveread all
thisin magazines. People go there on the train, in buses, or in carswith picnic baskets, sometimes they
stay all weekend and see three or four Shakespeare plays, one after the other. At first thisfestival was
held in abig tent, likeacircus. But now thereisared building, astrange, modern building, circular in
shape. “ So you have to project to three sides. It' s such astrain on the voice,” Corddiasayswith a
deprecating smile, asif sheisprojecting and straining her voice dl in theline of work. Sheislike someone
making hersdf up as she goesadong. She' simprovising.

“What do your parentsthink?’ | say. This has been on my own mind lately: what parentsthink.
Her face closes down for amoment. “ They’ re pleased I’ m doing something,” she says.
“What about Perdie and Mirrie?’

“You know Perdie,” she saystightly. “ Alwaysthe little put-downs. But that’ s enough about me. What
do you think of me?’ Thisisan old joke of hers, and | laugh. “ Serioudy, what are you up to these days?’
It' sthe tone | remember: polite but not too interested. “ Since the last time | saw you.”

| remember thislast time with guilt. “Oh, nothing much,” | say. “Going to school. Y ou know.” Right now
it doeslook like nothing much. What have | redly donedl year? A smattering of art history, messing



around with charcod. There' snothing to show. There' s Josef, but he' s not exactly an accomplishment
and | decide not to mention him.

“School!” says Corddia. “Was| glad to see the end of school. God, what boredom.” Stratford isonly
on in the summers, though. Shewill have to think of something esefor the winter. Maybe the Earle Grey
Players, going around to high schools. Maybe she will be ready for that.

She got thejob at Stratford with the help of one of the Earle Grey cousins, who remembered her from
her bedsheet days at Burnham. “ People who know people,” she says. Sheis one of Prospero’ s attendant
goiritsin The Tempest, and has to wear abody stocking, with agauzy costume over top, sprinkled with
dried leaves and spangles. “ Obscene,” she says. She'saso amariner in thefirst scene; she can get away
with this because of her height. She'sacourt lady in Richard 111, and she' sthe chief nunin Measure for
Measure. In thisone she actudly spesks some lines. Sherecitesfor me, in ahoney-colored Englishy
voice

Then, if you speak, you must not show your face,
Or, if you show your face, you must not speak.

“At rehearsa | kept getting mixed up,” she says. She counts on her fingers. “ Speak, hide face, show
face, shut up.” She puts her hands together in an attitude of prayer, bows forward, lowering her head.
Then she gets up and does afull court curtsy out of Richard I11, with the women shoppers having teain
Murray'sgawking at her. “What I’ d like to do next year isthe First Witch in” The Tartans." ”When shdll
we three meet again, in thunder, lightning, or inrain?* The Old Man says | might be ready for it. He
thinksit would be brilliant to have a young First Witch.”

The Old Man, it turns out, is Tyrone Guthrie the director, from England and so famous | can’t pretend
not to have heard of him. “That’sgreat,” | say.

“Remember "The Tartans' at Burnham? Remember that cabbage?* she says. | was so humiliated.”

| don’t want to remember. The past has become discontinuous, like stones skipped across water, like
postcards:. | catch an image of mysdlf, adark blank, animage, ablank. Did | ever wear bat-wing deeves
and velveteen dippers, did | wear dresseslike tinted marshmalowsto forma dances, shuffle around the
floor with some stranger’ s groin digging into mine? The dried corsages were thrown out long ago, the
diplomas and class pins and photos must be down in my mother’ s cellar, in the seamer trunk adong with
thetarnishing slver. | glimpse those photos, rows and rows of lipsticked, spit-curled children. | would
never smile, for those pictures. | would gaze stony-faced into the distance, beyond such adolescent
diversons.

| remember my mean mouth, | remember how wise | thought | was. But | was not wise then. Now | am
wise

“Remember how we used to pinch things?’ says Corddia “ That wasthe only thing | redlly liked about
that wholetime.”

“Why?" | say. | had not liked it much. | was dways afraid of getting caught.
“It was something | could have,” she says, and I’ m not sure what she means.

Corddiatakes her sunglasses out of her shoulder bag and puts them on. There | amin her mirror eyes, in
duplicate and monochrome, and agreat ded smaller than life-size.

Corddlia gets me afreeticket to Stratford, so | can see her in action. | go on the bus. It' samatinee: |



can get there, see the show, then take the bus back in time for my evening shift a the Swiss Chaet. The
play is The Tempest. | watch for Cordelia, and when Prospero’ s attendants come on, with music and
Jittery lighting effects, | peer hard, trying to see which one sheis, behind the disguise of costume. But |
can'ttdl.

Chapter 55

Josef isrearranging me. “Y ou should wear your hair loose,” he says, unpinning it from its ramshackle
bun, running his hands through it to makeit fluff out. “Y ou look like amarvelous gypsy.” He presseshis
mouth to my collarbone, untucks the bedsheet he' sdraped mein.

| stand till and let him do this. | let him do what helikes. It's August and too hot to move. Haze hangs
over thecity like wet smoke; it covers my skinwith an aily film, seepsinto my flesh. | move through the
days like azombie, going from one hour to the next without direction. I’ ve stopped drawing the furniture
at the apartment; | fill the bathtub with cool water and get into it, but | no longer read in there. Soon it will
be time to go back to school. | can hardly think about it.

“Y ou should wear purple dresses,” says Josef. “ It would be an improvement.” He places me against the
twilight of the window, turns me, stands back alittle, running his hand up and down my side. | no longer
care whether anyone can seein. | fed my knees begin to give, my mouth loosen. In our time together he
does not pace or tug his hair, he moves dowly, gently, with great deliberation.

Josef takes me to the Park Plaza Hotel Roof Garden, in my new purple dress. It hasatight bodice, alow
neck, afull skirt; it brushes againgt my barelegsas| wak. My hair isloose, and damp. | think it looks
likeamop. But | catch aglimpse of mysdlf, without expecting it, in the smoked-mirror wal of the
elevator aswe go up, and | seefor an ingtant what Josef sees. adim woman with cloudy hair, pensive
eyesin athin whiteface. | recognize the style: late nineteenth century. Pre-Raphaelite. | should be holding

apoppy.

We gt on the outside patio, drinking Manhattans and looking over the stone balustrade. Josef has
recently discovered ataste for Manhattans. Thisisone of the tallest buildings around. Below us Toronto
fegtersin the evening heet, the trees spreading like worn maoss, the lake zinc in the distance.

Josef tells me he once shot aman in the head; what disturbed him was how easy it wasto do it. He says
he hates the Life Drawing class, he will not go on with it forever, cooped up in this provincia deadwater
teaching the rudiments to morons. “I come from a country that no longer exists,” he says, “and you come
from acountry that does not yet exist.” Once | would have found this profound. Now | wonder what he
means.

Asfor Toronto, he says, it has no gaiety or soul. In any case, painting itself isahangover from the
European past. “It isno longer important,” he says, waving it away with one hand. Hewantsto bein
films, hewantsto direct, in the United States. He will go there as soon asit can be arranged. He has
good connections. There'sawhole network of Hungarians, for instance. Hungarians, Poles,
Czechodovakians. Thereis more opportunity in films down there, to say the leadt, since the only films
made in this country are short onesthat come on before real movies, about leaves spiraling downward
into pools or flowers opening in time-lapse photography, to flute music. The other people he knows are
doing well in the United States. They will get himin.

| hold Josef’ s hand. Hislovemaking these daysisruminative, asif heisthinking of something ese. |
discover | am somewhat drunk; also that | am afraid of heights. | have never beenthishigh up intheair
before. | think of standing close to the stone baustrade, toppling dowly over. From here you can seethe
United States, athin fuzz on the horizon. Josef says nothing about me going there with him. | ask nothing.



Instead he says, “You are very silent.” He touches my cheek. “Mysterious.” | do not fee mysterious, but
vacant.

“Would you do anything for me?’ he says, gazing into my eyes. | sway toward him, far away from the
earth. Yes would be so easy.

“No,” | say. Thisisasurpriseto me. | don’'t know where it has come from, this unexpected and stubborn
truthfulness. It sounds rude.

“I did not think s0,” he says sadly.

Jon appears one afternoon in the Swiss Chaet. | don’t recognize him at first because | don't look at him.
I’m wiping off the table with adishrag, every movement an effort, my arm heavy with lethargy. Last night
| waswith Josef, but tonight | won't be because it’ snot my night, it's Sus€ snight.

These days Josef rardly mentions Susie. When he does, it swith nostagia, asif she' sdready athing of
the past, or beautifully dead, like someone in apoem. But thismay be only hisway of speaking. They
may spend prosaic domestic evenings together, him reading the paper while she serves up acasserole.
Despite hisclam that | am a secret, they may discuss me the way Josef and | used to discuss Susie. This
is not acomfortable thought.

| prefer to think of Susie asawoman shut inside atower, up therein The Monte Carlo on Avenue Road,
gazing out the window over the top of her painted sheet meta ba cony, weeping feebly, waiting for Josef
to appear. | can't imagine her having any other life gpart from that. | can’t see her washing out her
underpants, for instance, and wringing them in atowe, hanging them on the bathroom towe rack, as|
do. | can’'t imagine her egting. Sheislimp, without will, made spineless by love; as| am.

“Long timeno see,” says Jon. Helegpsinto focus beyond my wiping arm, grinning at me, histeeth white
in aface more tanned than | remember. He' sleaning on the table I’ m wiping, wearing agray T-shirt, old
jeans cut off above the knees, running shoes with no socks. He looks hedlthier than he did in the winter.
I’ve never seen him in the daytime before.

I’m conscious of my stained uniform: do | smell of underarm swest, of chicken fat?“How did you getin
here?’ | say.

“Walked,” he says. “How about a coffee?’

He has a summer job, with the Works Department, filling in potholesin the roads, tarring over the cracks
made by frost heave; he does have afaint tarry smell about him. He' s not what you would cal clean.
“How about abeer, later?’ he says. Thisisathing he' s said often before: he wants a passport to the
Ladiesand Escorts, asusud. I’'m not doing anything, so | say, “Why not? But I'll have to change.”

After work | take the precaution of a shower and put on my purple dress. | meet him at the Maple Leaf
and we go into the Ladies and Escorts. We sit there in the gloom, which is at least cool, and drink draft
beer. It sawkward with just him: before there was dways agroup of them. Jon asks mewhat I’ ve been
up to and | say nothing much. He asks meif I’ ve seen Uncle Joe around anywhere, and | say no.

“Probably he' s disgppeared into Susi€’ sknickers,” he says. “Thelucky shit.” He sl treating melikean
honorary boy, sill saying crude things about women. I’'m surprised at the word knickers. He must have
picked it up from Colin the Englishman. | wonder if he knows about me aswell, whether he’'smaking
remarks about my knickers behind my back. But how could he?

He says the Works Department is good money, but he doesn’t let on to the other guysthat he'sa



painter, especidly not to the old regulars. “They might think I’ m afruit or something,” he says.

| drink more draft beer than | should, and then the lightsflicker on and off and it’s closing time. Wewalk
out onto the hot night summer street, and | don’t want to go home by mysdif.

“Can you get back al right?’ says Jon. | say nothing. “Comeon, I'll walk you,” he says. He puts his hand
on my shoulder and | smell hissméll of tar and outdoors dust and sunny skin, and | beginto cry. | stand
in the street, with the drunks staggering out of the Men Only, my hands pressed to my mouth, crying and
feding upid.

Jonisgartled. “Hey, pa,” he says, patting me awkwardly. “What' swrong?’

“Nothing,” | say. Being caled pal makes me cry even more. | fed like awet sock; | fedl ugly. | hope he
will think I’ ve had too much to drink.

He puts an arm around me, gives asgueeze. “Comeon,” he says. “We'll go for coffee.”

| stop crying aswe walk along the street. We walk to adoor beside awholesae suitcase store, he takes
out akey, and we go up the stairsin the dark. Inside the upstairs door he kisses me, with histarry, beery
mouth. Thereare no lightson. | put my armsaround hiswaist and hold on asif I’'m sinking into mud, and
he liftsmelike that and carries me through the dark room, bumping into the walls and furniture, and we
fdl together onto thefloor.

Eleven — Falling Woman
Chapter 56

| continue east dong Queen Street, il alittle dizzy from the wine at lunch. Tipsy was once the word.
Alcohol’ sadepressant, it will et me down later, but right now I’'m jaunty, | hum to mysalf, mouth dightly

open.

Right here there’ sagroup of statues, coppery-green, with black smears running down them like meta
blood: a seated woman, holding a scepter, with three young soldiers marching forward grouped around
her, their legs wound with bandagelike puttees, defending the Empire, their faces earnest, doomed, frozen
into time. Above them on a stone tablet stlands another woman, thistime with angd wings: Victory or
Death, or maybe both. This monument isin honor of the South African War, ninety years ago, more or
less. | wonder if anyone remembersthat war, or if anyonein al these cars barging forward ever even
looks.

| head north on University Avenue, past the sterility of hospitals, aong the old route of the Santa Claus
Parade. The Zoology Building has been torn down, it must have been years ago. The window ledge
where | once watched the soggy fairies and chilblained snowflakes, breathing in the smell of snakesand
antiseptic and mice, isnow empty air. Who ese remembers whereit used to be?

There are fountains up and down this roadway now, and squared-off beds of flowers, and new, peculiar
gatues. | follow the curve around the Parliament Building with itsform of a squatting Victorian dowager,
darkish pink, skirts huffed out, stolid. Theflag | could never draw, demoted to the flag of aprovince, flies
beforeit, bright scarlet, with the Union Jack in the top corner and al those impossible beavers and leaves
encrested lower down. The new nationa flag flutters there aswell, two red bands and ared maple leaf
rampant on white, looking like atrademark for margarine of the cheaper variety, or an owl kill in snow. |
gl think of thisflag as new, dthough they changed it long ago.

| crossthe street, cut in behind asmal church, |eft stranded here when they redeveloped. Sunday’s



sermon is announced on abillboard identical to the kind for supermarket specids. Believing Is Seeing. A
vertica wave of plate glass breaks againg it. Behind the polished fagcades, bouquets of teased cloth,
buffed leather, cunning silver trinkets. Pastato die for. Theology has changed, over theyears. just
deserts used to be what everyone could expect to get, in the end. Now it’sarestaurant specidizing in
cakes. All they had to do was abolish guilt, and add an S.

| turn acorner, onto asde street, adouble row of expensive boutiques. hand knits and French maternity
outfits and ribbon-covered soaps, imported tobaccos, opulent restaurants where the wineglasses are
thin-stemmed and they sell you location and overhead. The designer jeans emporium, the Venetian paper
knickknack shop, the stocking boutique with its kicking neon leg.

These houses used to be semihovels; Josef’ s old territory, where beer-saturated fat men sat on the front
porches, swesting in the August heat, while their children screamed and their dogs lay panting with frayed
ropes tethering them to the fence, and paint peeled from their woodwork and the dispirited cat pee
marigolds wilted dong their cracked walkways. A few thousand dollarsin theright place then and you' d
be amillionaire today, but who could have guessed? Not me, going up the narrow stairsto Josef’s
second floor, with my breath quickening and his hand weighing on the smdl of my back, in the dying light
of summer evenings. dow-paced, forbidden, sadly delicious.

| know more things about Josef now than | did then. I know them because I’ m older. | know about his
melancholy, hisambition, his desperation, the corners of emptinessin him that needed to befilled. I know
the dangers.

What for ingtance was he doing with two women fifteen years younger than himsdlf? If one of my
daughtersfdl inlovewith such aman, I’d be frantic. It would be like the time Sarah and her best friend
came rushing home from schoal, to tell methey’ d seen their first flasher in the park. “Mummy, Mummy, a
man had his pants down!”

To meit meant fear, and aferocious anger. Touch themand I'll kill you. But to them it was merely
noteworthy, and hilarious.

Or thefirgt time | saw my own kitchen, after | had Sarah. | brought her home from the hospita and
thought: All those knives. All those sharp things and hot things. All I could see was what might hurt
her.

Maybe one of my daughters has aman like Josef, or aman like Jon, hidden away in her life, in secret.
Who knows what grubby or elderly boysthey are bending to their own uses, or to counterpoint me? All
the while protecting me from themselves, because they know | would be horrified.

| see words on the front pages of newspapers that never used to be said out loud, much less printed—
sexual intercourse, abortion, incest—and | want to hide their eyes, even though they are grown-up, or
what passesfor it. Because | am amother, | am capable of being shocked; as| never waswhen | was
not one.

| should get alittle present for each of them, as| aways did when they were younger and | went away.
Oncel knew by ingtinct what they would like. | don’t any more. It' s hard for me to remember exactly
what age they’ ve reached. | used to resent it when my mother would forget | was an adult, but I'm
approaching the maundering phase mysdlf, digging out the yellowing baby pictures, mooning over locks
of hair.

I”'m squinting into awindow at some Itdian sk scarves, wonderful indeterminate colors, gray-blue,
sea-green, when | fed atouch on my arm, achilly jump of the heart.



“Corddia” | say, turning.

But it'snot Corddia. It'snobody | know. It'sawoman, agirl realy, Middle Eastern of somekind: a
long full skirt to above the ankles, printed cotton, Canadian gum-soled boots incongruous beneath; a
short jacket buttoned up, akerchief folded straight across the forehead with apleat at either Sde, likea
wimple. The hand that touches meislumpy in its northern mitten, the skin of the wrist between mitten and
jacket cuff brownish, like coffee with double cream. The eyes are large, asin painted waifs.

“Please,” she says. “They arekilling many people.” She doesn't say where. It could be alot of places, or
in between places;, homelessnessis anationality now. Somehow the war never ended after dl, it just
broke up into pieces and got scattered, it getsin everywhere, you can't shut it out. Killing is endless now,
it san industry, there’ smoney in it, and the good side and the bad side are pretty hard to tell apart.

“Yes” | say. Thisisthe war that killed Stephen.
“Some are here. They have no, they have nothing. They would bekilled...”

“Yes” | say. "l see” Thisiswhat | get for walking. In acar you' re moreinsulated. And how do | know
sheiswhat she purports to be? She could be a dope addict. In the soft touch market, scams abound.

“I have with me afamily of four. Two children. They arewith me, itismy, it ismy own responsbility.”
She sumblesalittle on responsibility, but she getsit out. She' s shy, she doesn't like what she’ sdoing,
this grabbing people on the street.

“YS’?’

“l andoingit.” Welook at each other. Sheisdoing it. “ Twenty-five dollars can feed afamily of four for
amonth.”

What can they be eating? Stale bread, cast-off doughnuts? Does she mean aweek? If she can believe
this, she deserves my money. | take off my glove, raid my purse, rustle bills, pink ones, blue ones, purple.
It’'s obscene to have such power; also to feel so powerless. Probably she hates me.

“Here” | say.

She nods. She' snot grateful, merely confirmed, in her opinion of me, or of hersalf. She takes off her
bulky-knit mitten to receive the cash. | look at our hands, her smooth one, the nails pale moons, mine
with itstattered cuticles, its skin of incipient toad. She tucks the billsin between the buttons of her jacket.
She must have apurse in there, out of the reach of snatching. Then she dips on the mitt, dark red with a
pink wool embroidered leaf.

“God will blessyou,” she says. She doesn't say Allah. Allah | might believe.

| walk away from her, pulling on my glove. Every day there smore of it, more of that silent wailing, those
garving outstretched hands, need need, help help, there sno end.

Chapter 57

In September | leave the Swiss Chalet and return to school. | so return to the cellar of my parents
house, because | can't afford not to. Both of these locations are hazardous: my lifeisnow multiple, and |
am infragments. But I’m no longer lethargic. On the contrary | am dert, | crackle with adrendine,
despite the late-summer hest. It' streachery that doesthisfor me, keeping on top of my own deceptions:
| need to hide Josef from my parents, and Jon from al of them. | sneak around, heart in my mouth,
dreading revelations; | avoid late nights, | evade and tiptoe. Strangely enough, this does not make mefed



moreinsecure, but safer.

Two men are better than one, or a least they make mefed better. | amin lovewith both, | tell mysdlf,
and having two meansthat | don't have to make up my mind about either of them.

Josef offers me what he has dways offered, plusfear. Hetellsme, casudly, in the same way hetold me
about shooting aman in the head, that in most countries except this one awoman belongsto aman: if a
man finds hiswoman with another man, he kills both of them and everyone excuses him. He says nothing
about what awoman does, in the case of another woman. He tells me thiswhile running his hand up my
arm, over my shoulder, lightly across the neck, and | wonder what he suspects. He hastaken to
demanding speech from me; or else he puts his hand over my mouth. | close my eyesand fed himasa
source of power, nebulous and shifting. | suspect there would be something silly about him, if | could see
him objectively. But | can't.

Asfor Jon, | know what he offers. He offers escape, running away from the grown-ups. He offersfun,
and mess. He offers mischief.

| consider telling him about Josef, to see what would happen. But the danger in thiswould be of a
different order. He would laugh at me for deeping with Josef, whom he considersridiculous aswell as
old. Hewould not understand how | could take such aman serioudy, he would not understand the
compulsion. Hewould think less of me.

Jon’ s gpartment over the luggage store islong and narrow and smells of acrylic and used socks, and has
only two rooms plus the bathroom. The bathroom is purple, with red footprints painted up the wall,
across the celling and down the opposite wall. The front room is painted stark white, the other one—the
bedroom—is glossy black. Jon saysthisisto get back at the landlord, who isaprick. “When | move
out, it'll take him fifteen coatsto cover that up,” he says.

Sometimes Jon livesin this gpartment by himsalf; sometimes another person will be there, sometimes two,
camping out on the floor in deeping bags. These are other painters, on the lam from irate landlords or
between odd jobs. When | ring the downstairs doorbell | never know who will open the door or what
will be going on: the morning remains of an dl-night party, amultiple argument, someonetossing their
cookiesinthetoilet. “Tossng their cookies’ iswhat Jon calsit. Hethinksit’ sfunny.

Different women pass me on the stairs, going up or down; or they are found hovering around the far end
of the white room, where there’ s an improvised kitchen consisting of ahot plate and an eectric kettle.

It' s never clear who these women are paired with; occasiondly they are other art students, dropping into
talk. They don’t talk much to one another though. They talk to the men, or are silent.

Jon’ s pictures hang in the white room or are stacked against the walls. They change dmost weekly: Jonis
productive. He paints very swiftly, in violent eye-burning acrylics, reds and pinks and purples, in frenzied
loopsand swirls. | fed | should admire these paintings, because I’ m incapable of painting that way
mysdlf, and | do admire them, in monosyllables. But secretly | don't like them very much: I’ ve seen things
like this beside the highway, when something’ s been run over.

However, the pictures are not supposed to be pictures of anything you would recognize. They area
moment of process, trapped on the canvas. They are pure painting.

Jonishig on purity, but only in art: it doesn’t apply to his housekeeping, which is an exuberant protest
againg al mothers and especidly his own. He washes the dishes, when he washes them, in the bathtub,
where scraps of crust and kernds of canned corn are to be seen caught in the drain. Hisliving room floor
islike abeach after the weekend. His bedsheets are amoment of processin themsalves, but a moment
that has gone on for sometime. | prefer the top of his deeping bag, which isless septic. The bathroom is



like the bathrooms of service stations, on out-of-the-way roads, up north: abrown ring around the toilet
bowl, whichislikely to contain floating cigarette butts, handprints on the towels, if any, nondescript
pieces of paper here and there on the floor.

At the moment | make no moves toward cleanliness. To do so would be to overstep the bounds, and to
display abourgeoislack of cool. “What are you, my mom?’ I’ve heard him say, to one of the hovering
women who was making feeble attempts to corral some of the moldier clutter. | don’t want to be his
mom, but rather afellow conspirator.

Making love with Jon is not the leisurely, agonizing trance it iswith Josef, but rambunctious, like puppies
inmud. It' sdirty, asin street fighting, asin jokes. Afterward we lie on top of his deeping bag, eating
potato chips out of the bag and giggling about nothing. Jon doesn’t think women are helpless flowers, or
shapes to be arranged and contemplated, as Josef does. He thinksthey are smart or stupid. Theseare his
categories. “Listen, pa,” he saysto me. “Y ou’ ve got more brainsthan most.” This pleases me, but aso
dismissesme. | can take care of mysdlf.

Josef begins asking me where I ve been, what I’ ve been doing. | am casua and dy. | hold Jon against
him like an ace: if he can be duplicitous, then so can |. But he does not talk about Susie any more.

Thelast time | saw her wasin late August, before | 1eft the Swiss Chalet. She camein and had dinner by
hersdf, ahaf chicken and some Burgundy Cherry ice cream. She' d been neglecting her hair, which was
darker and straighter; her body had grown stubby, her face round. She ate in amechanical way, asif
egting was a chore, but she finished everything. It could be that she was esting for consolation, because
of Josef: whatever €lse might happen, he would never marry her, and she must have known thét. |
assumed she was there to talk to me about him and | evaded her, brushing her away with aneutra smile,
Her table wasn't one of mine.

But before she left she walked right up to me. “Have you seen Josef?’ she asked. Her voice was
plaintive, which annoyed me.

| lied, not well. “ Josef?” | said, flushing. “No. Why would |7’

“I just thought you might know where heis,” she said. She wasn't reproachful, but hopeless. She waked
out, dumping like amiddle-aged woman. With such an assend, | thought, no wonder Josef’ s keeping
away. Hedidn't like scrawny women but there was alimit in the other direction too. Suse was letting
hersdf go.

Now, however, she callsme. It’ slate afternoon and I’ m studying in the cellar when my mother summons
me to the phone.

Susie svoice on thelineis asoft, desperate wail. “Elaine,” she says. “Please come over.”
“What' sthe matter?’ | say.
“I can't tdl you. Just come over.”

Seeping pills, | think. That would be her style. And why me, why has't she phoned Josef? | fed like
dapping her.

“Areyoudl right?’ | say.
“No,” shesays, her voicerising. “I’'mnot dl right. Something’ s gone wrong.”

It doesn't occur to meto call ataxi. Taxisare for Josef; I’ m used to going everywhere on buses and



streetcars, and the subway. It takes me nearly an hour to get over to The Monte Carlo. Susiedidn’t tell
me her apartment number and | didn’t think to ask, so | have to locate the superintendent. When | knock
on the door, nobody answers, and | resort to the superintendent again.

“I know she'sinthere” | say, when he' sreluctant to unlock the door for me. “ She called me. It'san
emergency.”

When | findly get in, the apartment is dark; the drapes are drawn, the windows are closed, and there' s
an odd smell. Clothes are scattered here and there, jeans, winter boots, a black shawl I’ ve seen Susie
wearing. Thefurniturelooks asif it' s been picked out by her parents. asquare-armed off-green sofa, a
whest-colored carpet, a coffee table, two lamps with the cellophane sill on the shades. None of it goes
with Suseas|’veimagined her.

On the carpet there' sadark footprint.

Susieisbehind the curtain that closes off the deeping area. She' slying on the bed in her pink nylon
shortie nightie, white as an uncooked chicken, eyes closed. Thetop covers of the bed and the pink tufted
spread are on the floor. Undernegth her, across the shest, isagreat splotch of fresh blood, spreading out
like bright red wingsto either Sde of her.

Desolation sweeps through me: | fed, for no good reason, that | have been abandoned.

Then | fed sick. | run into the bathroom and throw up. It’ sworse because the toilet bowl is dark red with
blood. There are footprints of blood on the white and black tiled floor, fingerprintson the sink. The
wastebasket is crammed with sopping sanitary pads.

| wipe my mouth on Susi€' s baby-blue towel, wash my hands in the blood-spattered sink. | don’t know
what to do next; whatever thisis, | don’'t want to beinvolved. | have the flegting, absurd ideathat if she's
dead | will be accused of murder. | think of sneaking out of the gpartment, closing the door behind me,
covering my tracks.

Instead | go back to the bed and fedl Susi€’ spulse. | know that thisis what you' re supposed to do.
Suseisdill dive.

| find the superintendent, who calls an ambulance. | also cdl Josef, who is not there.

| ride to the hospita with Susie, in the back of the ambulance. Sheis now semiconscious, and | hold her
hand, whichiscold and smdl. “Don’'t tdl Josef,” she whispersto me. The pink nightie bringsit hometo
me: sheisnone of thethings I” ve thought about her, she never has been. She' sjust anicegirl playing
dress-ups.

But what she’ s done has set her gpart. It belongs to the submerged landscape of the thingsthat are never
said, which lies beneath ordinary speech like hills under weter. Everyone my age knows abot it.
Nobody discussesit. Rumors are down there, kitchen tables, money exchanged in secret; evil old
women, illegal doctors, disgrace and butchery. Down thereisterror.

The two attendants are casua, and scornful. They have seen thisbefore.
“What' d she use, aknitting needle?’ one says. Histoneis accusing: he may think | was helping her.
“I havenoidea,” | say. “1 hardly even know her.” | don’t want to be implicated.

“That' swhat it usudly is” he says. “Stupid kids. Y ou’ d think they’ d have more sense.”



| agree with him that she’ s been stupid. At the sametime | know that in her place | would have been just
as stupid. | would have done what she has done, moment by moment, step by step. Like her | would
have panicked, like her | would not have told Josef, like her | would not have known whereto go.
Everything that’ s happened to her could well have happened to me.

But there is aso another voice; asmall, mean voice, ancient and smug, that comes from somewhere deep
inddemy head: It serves her right.

Josef, when heisfindly located, is devastated. “ The poor child, the poor child,” he says. “Why didn’t she
tdl me?’

“She thought you' d get mad at her,” | say coldly. “Like her parents. She thought you' d kick her out, for
getting pregnant.”

Both of usknow thisisapossibility. “No, no,” Josef says uncertainly. “I would have taken care of her.”
This could mean severd things.

He cdlsthe hospitd, but Susie refusesto see him. Something has changed in her, hardened. Shetdlshim
she might never be able to have babies. She doesn't love him. She doesn’t want to see him ever again.

Now Josef wallows. “What have | doneto her?’ he moans, tugging his hair.

He becomes more melancholy than ever; he doesn’t want to go out for dinner, he doesn’t want to make
love. He staysin his gpartment, which isno longer neat and empty but isfilling up with disorganized parts
of hislife: take-out Chinese food containers, unwashed shests.

He sayshewill never get over it, what he has doneto Susie. Thisis how hethinks of it: something he's
done, to Susie, to her inert and innocent flesh. At the same time he has been wounded by her: how can
shetreat him likethis, cut him out of her life?

He expects meto console him, for his own guilt and the damage that’ s been done to him. But | am not
good at this. | am beginning to didike him.

“It wasmy child,” he says.

“Would you have married her?’ | ask. The spectacle of his suffering does not make me compassionate,
but ruthless.

“You are cruel tome,” says Josef. Thiswas something he used to say before, in asexua context, teasing.
Now he meansit. Now heisright.

Without Susie, whatever has been keeping usin equilibrium isgone. The full weight of Josef restson me,
and heistoo heavy for me. | can't make him happy, and | resent my failure: 1 am not enough for him, |
am inadequate. | see him asweak now, clinging, gutted like afish. | can’t respect aman who can dlow
himsdlf to be reduced to such rubble by women. | look at his doleful eyes and fed contempt.

| make excuses, over the phone. | tell him | am very busy. One evening | stand him up. Thisis so deeply
gratifying that | do it again. He tracks me down at the university, rumpled and unshaven and suddenly too
old, and pleadswith me as | walk between classes. I’ m angered by this overlap of worlds.

“Who wasthat?’ say the girlsin the cashmere twin sets.

“Just someone | used to know,” | say lightly.



Josef waylays me outsi de the museum and announces | have driven him to despair: because of the way
I’vetreated him, heisleaving Toronto forever. He does not fool me: he was planning to do this anyway.
My mean mouth takes over.

“Good,” | say.

He gives me apained, reproachful stare, drawing himsalf up into the proud, theatrical, poker-up-the-bum
stance of amatador.

| walk away from him. It'senormoudy pleasing to me, thisact of walking away. It' slike being ableto
make people appear and vanish, at will.

| do not dream about Josef. Instead | dream about Susie, in her black turtleneck and jeans but shorter
than sheredly is, her hair cut into a pageboy. She' s standing on astreet | know but do not recogni ze,
among piles of smoldering autumn leaves, holding acoiled skipping rope, licking one half of an orange
Popsicle

Sheisnot drained and boneless, asI’ve last seen her. Instead sheis dy-eyed, caculating. “Don't you
know what atwin set is?’ she says spitefully.

She continuesto lick her Popsicle. | know | have done something wrong.
Chapter 58
Time passes, and Susie fades. Josef does not reappear.

Thisleaves mewith Jon. | have the sensethat, like one of apair of bookends, he isincomplete by
himsdf. But | fed virtuous, because|’m no longer hiding anything from him. This makes no differenceto
him, however, since he didn’t know | was hiding anything in the first place. He doesn’'t know why | am
less casua about what he doeswith the rest of histime.

| decideI’minlovewith him. Though | am too cagey to say it: he might object to the vocabulary, or think
he' s being pinned down.

| still go over to hislong white and black apartment, till end up on top of his deeping bag, dthough
haphazardly: Jonisn't big on planning in advance, or on remembering. Sometimeswhen | arrive a his
downgtairs door there’ sno answer. Or e se his phone gets cut off because he hasn't paid the bill. We are
acouple, inaway, though nothing is explicit between us. When he' swith me he' swith me: that’ s about
asfar ashe'll goin hisdefinition of what isnot yet caled our reationship.

There are murky, smoky parties, with the lights turned out and candles flickering in bottles. The other
painters are there, and assorted turtlenecked women, who have begun to appear inlong, straight hair,
parted in the middle. They sit in clumps, on thefloor, in the dark, listening to folksongs about women
being stabbed with daggers, and smoking marijuana cigarettes, which iswhat people doin New Y ork.
They refer to these as* dope’ or “pot,” and claim they loosen up your art.

Cigarettes of any kind make me choke, so | don’'t smoke them. Some nights | wind up in the back hall
with one or another of the painters, because | would rather not see what Jon may be getting up to with
the straight-haired girls. Whatever it is, | wish hewould do it in secret. But he doesn't fed the need to
hide anything: sexua possessivenessis bourgeois, and just ahangover from notions about the sanctity of

private property. Nobody owns anybody.
Hedoesn't say dl this. All he saysis, “Hey, you don't own me.”



Sometimes the other painters are merely stoned, or drunk, but sometimes they want to tell metheir
problems. They do thisfumblingly, in starts and stops, in short words. Their problems are mostly about
their girlfriends. Soon they will be bringing me their socksto darn, their buttons to sew on. They make me
fed likean aunt. Thisiswhat | do instead of jealousy, in which thereisno future. Or so | think.

Jon has given up on his paintings of swirls and innards. He saysthey are too romantic, too emotional, too
doppy, too sentimental. Now he' sdoing picturesin which dl the shapes are either straight lines or perfect
circles. He uses masking tape to get the lines straight. He works in blocks of flat color, no impasto
showing.

He cdlsthese paintingsthingslike Enigma: Blue and Red, or Variation: Black and White, or Opus 36.
They make your eyes hurt when you look at them. Jon saysthisisthe point.

In the daytime | go to schoal.

Art and Archaeology is murkier and more velvety than last year, and filled with impasto and chiaroscuro.
There are sill Madonnas, but their bodies have lost their previous quaity of suffused light and are more
likely to be seen at night. There are dtill saints, though they no longer Sit in quiet rooms or deserts, with
their memento mori skullsand their doglikelionsresting at their feet; instead they writhe in contorted
poses, stuck full of arrows or tied to stakes. Biblica subjectstilt toward violence: Judith cutting off the
head of Holofernesis now popular. There are alot more classical gods and goddesses. There arewars,
fights and daughters, as before, but more confused and with intertwined arms and legs. There are il
portraits of rich people, dthough in darker clothing.

Aswe run through the centuries, new things appear: ships by themsaves, animas by themsalves, such as
dogs and horses. Peasants by themsalves. Landscapes, with or without houses. Flowers by themselves,
plates of fruit and cuts of mest, with or without |obsters. Lobsters are afavorite, because of the color.

Naked women.

Thereis consderable overlap: anaked goddess wregthed in flowers, with a couple of dogs standing by;
biblica peoplewith or without clothes, plus or minus animas, trees, and ships. Rich people pretending to
be gods and goddesses. Fruit and daughters are not usually combined, nor are gods and peasants. The
naked women are presented in the same manner asthe plates of meat and dead |obsters, with the same
attention to the play of candldight on skin, the same lusciousness, the same sensuous and richly rendered
detall, the same painterly delight in tectility. (Richly rendered, | write. Painterly delight in tactility.)
They appear served up.

| don’t like these shadowy, viscous pictures. | prefer the earlier ones, with their daytime clarity, their cam
arrested gestures. | have given up, too, on oil paints; | have cometo didike their thickness, their
obliteration of line, their look of licked lips, the way they call attention to the brushstrokes of the painter. |
can make nothing of them. What | want instead is pictures that seem to exist of their own accord. | want
objectsthat bresthe out light; aluminousflatness.

| draw with colored pencils. Or | paint in egg tempera, the technique of monks. Nobody teaches this any
more, so | hunt through the library, searching for ingructions. Egg temperais difficult and messy,
painstaking and, at first, heartbreaking. | muck up my mother’ s kitchen floor and pots, cooking the gesso,
and ruin pand after pand before | can work out how to paint it on for a smooth working surface. Or |
forget about my bottles of egg yolk and water, which go bad and stink up the cdllar with asméll like
sulfur. | use up alot of egg yolks. Thewhites| separate carefully, and take upstairs to my mother, who
makes them into meringue cookies.

| draw beside the picture window in the living room upgtairs, when there is nobody home, or in the



daylight from the cellar window. At night | use two gooseneck lamps, each of which takes three bulbs.
None of thisis adequate, but it'sal | can manage. Later, | think, | will have alarge studio, with skylights;
though what | will paintinitisfar from clear. Whatever it iswill appear, even later, in colored plates, in
books; like the work of Leonardo da Vinci, whose studies of hands and feet and hair and dead people |
pore over.

| become fascinated with the effects of glass, and of other light-reflecting surfaces. | sudy paintingsin
which there are pearls, crystas, mirrors, shiny details of brass. | spend along time over Van Eyck’s The
Arnolfini Marriage, going over theinadequate color print of it in my textbook with amagnifying glass,
wheat fascinates meis not the two delicate, palid, shoulderless hand-holding figures, but the pier glasson
the wall behind them, which reflectsin its convex surface not only their backs but two other people who
aen'tinthemain picture at dl. Thesefiguresreflected in the mirror are dightly askew, asif adifferent law
of gravity, adifferent arrangement of space, exissingde, locked in, sealed up intheglassasif ina
paperweight. Thisround mirror islike an eye, asingle eye that sees more than anyone el se looking: over
thismirror iswritten, Johannes de Eyck fuit hic. 1434. It sdisconcertingly like awashroom scribble,
something you' d write with spray paint on awall.

Thereisno pier glassin our house for meto practice on. So instead | paint ginger ae bottles,
wineglasses, ice cubes from the refrigerator, the glazed tegpot, my mother’ sfake pearl earrings. | paint
polished wood, and meta: a copper-bottomed frying pan, as seen from the bottom, an aluminum double
boiler. | fiddle over details, hunch over my pictures, dabbing at the highlightswith tiny brushes.

I’'m aware that my tastes are not fashionable, and so | pursue them in secret. Jon, for instance, would call
thisillustration. Any picture that’ sa picture of something recognizebleisillugtration, asfar ashe's
concerned. Thereis no spontaneous energy in thiskind of work, he would say. No process. | might as
wdll be aphotographer, or Norman Rockwell. Some days | agree with him, because what have | done
so far? Nothing that does’t ook like arandom sampling from the Housewares Department of the
Eaton’s Catalogue. But | keep on.

On Wednesday evenings | take another night course: not Life Drawing, which istaught thisyear by an
excitable Yugodavian, but Advertisng Art. The students are quite different from the Life Drawing bunch.
They' re mostly from the Commercia divison of the Art College, not the Fine Artsone. Again they’re
mostly boys. Some of them have serious artistic ambitions, but they don't drink as much beer. They're
cleaner and more earnest, and they want paying jobs when they graduate. Sodo I.

The teacher isan ederly man, thin and defeated-looking. He thinks he hasfailed in the rea world,
athough he once created afamousillustration for canned pork and beansthat | can remember from
childhood. We ate alot of canned pork and beans, during the war. His specidty is the rendering of
smiles: thetrick isto be able to do teeth, nice white even teeth, without putting in the separation between
each tooth, which makes the smile gppear too canine or too much like fase teeth (which he himsdlf has).
Hetdlsmel show ability in smiles, and that | could go far.

Jon teases me alittle about this night course, but not as much as| thought he would. He refersto the
teacher as Mr. Beanie Weenie, and letsit go at that.

Chapter 59

| graduate from university, and discover that there’ s nothing much | can do with my degree. Or nothing |
want to do at any rate. | don’t want to go on to graduate work, | don’t want to teach high school or bea
curator’ sflunky in amuseum.

By thistime I’ ve accumulated five night courses from the Art College, four of them in the Commercia



area, and | trot them and my portfolio of smilesand dishes of carame pudding and canned peach halves
around to various ad agencies. For these purposes | buy abeige wool suit (on sae), medium-hed pumps
to match, some pearl button earrings and atasteful silk scarf (on sale) at Smpsons;, thison the
recommendation of my last night course ingtructor, in Layout and Design, who was awoman. Sheaso
recommended ahaircut, but | would only go so far asaFrench roll, engineered with the help of somebig
rollers and hair-setting gel and alot of bobby pins. Eventudly | get amenia job doing mock-ups, and a
small furnished two-bedroom apartment with kitchenette and separate entrance in alarge crumbling
house in the Annex, north of Bloor. | use the second bedroom for painting, and keep the door to it
closed.

This place hasared bed, and ared kitchen sink. Jon comes for dinner and teases me about the towels
I’ve bought (on sal€), the ovenproof dishes|’ve acquired, my shower curtain. “ Better Homes and
Gardens, en?" he says. He teases me about the bed, but he likes deeping in it. He comesto my place,
now, more often than | goto his.

My parents sdll their house and move up north. My father has|eft the university and has gone back to
research; he’' snow head of the Forest Insect Laboratory at Sault Ste. Marie. He says Toronto is getting
overpopulated, and a so polluted. He says the lower Great Lakes are the world' s largest sewer and that
if we knew what was going into the drinking water we would al become dcohalics. Asfor theair, it sso
full of chemicaswe should be wearing gas masks. Up north you can till breathe.

My mother was not too happy to leave her garden, but made the best of it: “ At least it sachance to
throw out alot of that junk inthe cdllar,” she said. They’ ve sarted another garden in the Soo, dthough
the growing season is shorter. In the summers though they’ re mostly on the road, driving from infestation
to infestation. Thereis no shortage of insect life.

| don’'t missmy parents. Not yet. Or rather | don’t want to be living with them. | am happy to beleft to
my own devices, my own messes. | can eat haphazardly now, snack on junk food and takeouts without
worrying about balanced meals, go to bed when [ like, let my dirty laundry rot, neglect the dishes.

| get apromoation. After atimel moveto the art department of a publishing company, wherel design
book covers. At night, when Jon isnot there, | paint. Sometimes | forget to go to bed, and find that it has
become dawn and | have to change into my work clothes and go to work. | am groggy on those days,
and have trouble hearing what is said to me; but nobody seemsto notice.

| get postcards and the occasiona short letter from my mother, sent from places like Duluth and
Kapuskasing. She says the roads are getting too crowded. “Too many trailers,” she says. | reply with
news about my job, my apartment, and the weather. | don’t mention Jon, because thereisno news.
News would be something definite and respectable, such as an engagement.

My brother Stephen is here and there. He has become more taciturn: he too now communicates by
postcard. One comes from Germany, with aman in short leasther pants on it and the message: Great
particle accelerator; onefrom Nevada, with acactus and the note, Interesting life forms. He goesto
Boliviaon what | suppose to be aholiday, and sends a cigar-smoking woman in a high-crowned hat:
Excellent butterflies. Hope you are well. At one point he gets married, which is announced by a
postcard from San Francisco, with the Golden Gate Bridge and a sunset on it, and, Got married.
Annette sendsregards. Thisisdl | hear about it until severd years|ater, when he sends a postcard of
the Statue of Liberty from New Y ork, which says. Got divorced. | assume he has been puzzled by both
events, asif they’ re not something he's done himself, on purpose, but things that have happened to him
accidentaly, like stubbing your toe. | think of him aswalking into marriage asinto apark, in aforeign
country, at night, unaware of the possibilitiesfor damage.



Heturnsup in Toronto to give alecture, at a conference, notifying me in advance with apostcard of a
statue of Paul Revere, from Boston: Arrive Sun. 12th. My paper is on Mon. See you.

| attend the lecture, not because | have high hopesfor it on my own account—thetitle of it is“The First
Picoseconds and the Quest for aUnified Field Theory: Some Minor Speculations’—but because heis
my brother. | St nibbling my fingers as the university auditorium fillswith the audience, which is composed
largely of men. Most of them look like people | wouldn't have gone out with in high school.

Then my brother comesin, with the man who will introduce him. | haven't seen my brother for years,

he' sthinner, and hishair is beginning to recede. He needs glasses to read histext; | can see them poking
out of his breast pocket. Someone has upgraded hiswardrobe for him and he’ swearing asuit and tie.
These dterations don’t make him appear more normal, however, but more anomalous, like a creature
from an dien planet disguised in human clothing. He has alook of amazing brilliance, asif a any minute
his head will light up and become transparent, disclosing ahuge brightly colored brainingde. At the same
time he looks rumpled and bewildered, asif he' s just wakened from a pleasant dream to find himself
surrounded by Munchkins.

The man introducing my brother says he needs no introduction, then goes on to list the papers he has
written, the awards he has won, the contributions he has made. There is clapping, and my brother goesto
the podium. He standsin front of awhite projection screen, clears histhroat, shifts from one foot to the
other, puts on his glasses. Now he looks like someone who will turn up, later, on astamp. Heisill at
ease and | am nervousfor him. | think hewill mumble. But once he beginsheisfine.

“When we gaze at the night sky,” he says, “we are looking at fragments of the past. Not only in the sense
that the stars as we see them are echoes of events that occurred light-years distant in time and space:
everything up there and indeed everything down hereisafoss|, aleftover from thefirst picoseconds of
creetion, when the universe crystalized out from the prima homogeneous plasma. In the first picosecond,
conditions were scarcely imaginable. If we could travel in atime machine back toward thisexplosve
moment, we would find ourselvesin auniverse replete with energies we do not understand and strangely
behaving forces distorted beyond recognition. The farther back we probe, the more extreme these
conditions become. Current experimental facilities can take us only a short way aong this path. Beyond
that point, theory isour only guide.” After this he continues, in alanguage that sounds like English but is
not, because | can’t understand one word of it.

Luckily thereis something to look at. The room darkens and the screen lights up, and thereisthe
universe, or parts of it: the black void punctuated by galaxies and stars, white-hot, blue-hot, red. An
arrow moves among them on the screen, searching and finding. Then there are diagrams and strings of
numbers, and references to things that everyone here seems to recognize except me. There are,
gpparently, agreast many more dimensions than four.

Murmurs of interest ripple through the room; there are whisperings, the rustling of paper. At the end,
when the lights have come on again, my brother returnsto language. “ But what of the moment beyond the
first moment?’ he says. “Or doesit even make sense to use the word before, sncetime cannot exist
without space and space-time without events and events without matter-energy? But there is something
that must have existed before. That something isthe theoretica framework, the parameters within which
the laws of energy must operate. Judging from the scanty but mounting evidence now availableto us, if
the universe was created with a fiat lux, that fiat must have been expressed, not in Latin, but in the one
truly universal language: mathematics.” This sounds alot like metaphysicsto me, but the meninthe
audience don’t seem to teke it amiss. Thereis applause.

| go to the reception afterward, which offersthe usua university fare: bad sherry, thick tea, cookies out
of apackage. The numbers men murmur in groups, shake one another’ s hands. Among them | fedl overly



visible, and out of place.

| locate my brother. “That was greet,” | say to him.

“Glad you got something out of it,” he sayswith irony.

“Wdl, math was never my totdly strong point,” | say. He smiles benignly.

We exchange news of our parents, who when last | heard from them werein Kenora, and heading west.
“Still counting the old budworms, | guess,” says my brother.

| remember how he used to throw up by the side of theroad, and hissmell of cedar pencils. | remember
our lifein tents and logging camps, the scent of cut lumber and gasoline and crushed grass and rancid
cheese, the way we used to sneak around in the dark. | remember his wooden swords with the orange
blood, his comic book collection. | see him crouching on the swampy ground, caling Lie down, you're
dead. | see him dive-bombing the dishes with forks. All my early images of him are clear and sharp and
Technicolor: hisbaggy-legged shorts, his striped T-shirt, hisraggedy hair bleached by the sun, hiswinter
breeches and leather hedlmet. Then thereisagap, and he appears again on the other side of it,
unaccountably two years older.

“Remember that song you used to Sng?’ | say. “During the war. Sometimes you whistled it. ”Coming in
onaWing and aPrayer ?*

Helooks perplexed, frownsalittle. “1 can't say | do,” he says.
“Y ou used to draw dl those explosions. Y ou borrowed my red pencil, because yours was used up.”

Helooksat me, not asif he doesn’t remember these things himself, but asif he' spuzzled that | do. “You
can't have been very old then,” he says.

| wonder what it waslike for him, having alittle Sster tagging along. For me, he was agiven: there was
never atimewhen hedidn’t exist. But | was hot agiven, for him. Once hewas singular, and | wasan
intrusion. | wonder if he resented me when | was born. Maybe he thought | was apain in the bum;
there’ sno doubt that he thought this sometimes. Considering everything and on the whole though, he
made the best of me.

“Remember that jar of marbles you buried, under the bridge?’ | say. “Y ou would never tell mewhy you
didit.” The best ones, the red and blue puries, the waterbabies and cat’ s eyes, put into the ground, out of
reach. He would have stamped the dirt down on top of the jar, and scattered |eaves.

“I think | recall that,” he says, asif not entirdy willing to be reminded of hisformer, younger sdif. It
disturbs me that he can remember some of these things about himsdlf, but not others; that thethingshe's
lost or misplaced exist now only for me. If he' sforgotten so much, what have | forgotten?

“Maybethey're fill downthere” | say. “I wonder if anyone ever found them, when they built that new
bridge. Y ou buried the map, too.”

“Sol did,” he says, smiling in hisold, secret, maddening way. He il isn't telling, and | am reassured:
despite his changed facade, histhinning hair and provisiona suit, heis gill the same person undernegth.

After he has gone back, to wherever he' sgoing next, | think of getting him a star named after himsdlf, for
hisbirthday. | have seen an advertisement for these: you send in your money, and you get a certificate
with astar map, your own star marked on it. Possibly he would find thisamusing. But I’ m not sure that
theword birthday, for him, would sill have meaning.



Chapter 60

Jon has given up his eye-damaging geometrica shapes and is painting picturesthat look like commercia
illugtrations: huge Popsicles, giant salt and pepper shakers, peach havesin syrup, paper dishes
overflowing with french fries. He does not talk about purity any more but of the necessity of using
common culturd sgn systemsto reflect the iconic bandity of our times. | think | could give him afew tips
from my own professona experience: his peach haves could be glosser, for instance. But | don't say
this

Increasingly, Jon paintsthese thingsin my living room. He s been gradualy moving in histhings, beginning
with the paints and canvas. He says he can't paint at his place because there are too many peopleinit,
whichistrue: thefront roomissilting up with American draft dodgers, ashifting population, al of whom
seem to be friends of friends. Jon hasto step over them to get to the walls, because they lie around on
their deeping bags, forlorn and smoking dope, wondering what to do next. They are depressed because
Toronto isn't the United States without awar on, asthey thought it would be, but some limbo they have
srayed into by accident and can't get out of. Toronto is nowhere, and nothing happensinit.

Jon stays over three or four nights aweek. | don’t ask what he does on the other nights.

He thinks heis making alarge concession, to something he assumes | want. And maybe | do want it.
When I’'m aone, | let the dishes accumulate in the Sink, | alow colored fur to grow injars of |eftovers, |
use up dl my underpants before washing any of them. But Jon turns meinto amodel of tidinessand
efficiency. | get up in the morning and make coffee for him, | set two places at the table, with my newly
acquired ovenproof earthenware in off-white, with speckles. | don’'t even mind doing his laundry &t the
Laundromat, dong with my own.

Jonisnot used to having all these clean clothes. “ Y ou' re the sort of girl who should get married,” he says
one day, when | appear with apile of folded shirtsand jeans. | think thismay be an insult, but I'm not
sure.

“Doyour own laundry then,” | say.
“Hey,” hesays, “don’'t belikethat.”
On Sundays we deep late, make love, go for walks, holding hands.

One day, when nothing has changed, nothing has been done or happened that is any different from usud,
| discover | am pregnant. My first reaction is unbelief. | count and recount, wait another day, then
another, listening to theingde of my body asif for afootfal. Findly | dink off to the drugstore with some
peein abottle, feding like acrimind. Married women go to their doctors. Unmarried women do this.

The man in the drugstore tells me the results are pogtive. “ Congratulations,” he says, with disapproving
irony. He can seeright through me.

I’'m afraid to tell Jon. He will expect meto go and haveit out, like atooth. Hewill say “it.” Or hewill
want meto st in the bathtub while he pours boiling water into it; he will want meto drink gin. Or esehe
will vanish. He' s said, often enough, that artists can't live like other people, tied down to demanding
families and expensive material possessons.

| think about things |’ ve heard: drinking alot of gin, knitting needles, coat hangers; but what do you do
with them?1 think about Susie and her wings of red blood. Whatever it was shedid, | will not doit. | am
too frightened. | refuseto end up like her.



| go back to my gpartment, lie down on the floor. My body is numb, inert, without sensation. | can hardly
move, | can hardly breathe. | fed asif I’'m at the center of noth ingness, of ablack square that istotaly
empty; that I’m exploding dowly outward, into the cold burning void of space.

When | wake up it’sthe middle of the night. | don’t know where | am. | think I'm back in my old room
with the cloudy light fixture, in my parents house, lying on thefloor because I’ vefdlen out of bed, as|
used to do when we had the army cots. But | know that the house has been sold, that my parents are no
longer there. | have somehow been overlooked, left behind.

Thisisonly theend of adream. | get up, turn on the lights, make mysalf some hot milk, st at the kitchen
table, shivering with cold.

Until now I’ ve dways painted things that were actudly there, in front of me. Now | begin to paint things
that aren’t there.

| paint aslver toaster, the old kind, with knobs and doors. One of the doorsis partly open, revealing the
red-hot grill within. | paint a glass coffee percolator, with bubbles gathering in the clear water; one drop
of dark coffee hasfallen, and isbeginning to spread.

| paint awringer washing machine. The washing machineisasquat cylinder of white enamel. The wringer
itsdlf isadisturbing flesh-tone pink.

| know that these things must be memories, but they do not have the quality of memories. They are not
hazy around the edges, but sharp and clear. They arrive detached from any context; they are smply
there, in isolation, as an object glimpsed on the street isthere.

| have no image of mysdlf in relaion to them. They are suffused with anxiety, but it’ s not my own anxiety.
Theanxiety isin the thingsthemselves,

| paint three sofas. One of them is chintz, in dirty rose; oneis maroon velvet, with doilies. The onein the
middle is gpple-green. On the middle cushion of the middle sofaisan egg cup, fivetimeslife-size, witha
broken eggshdl init.

| paint aglassjar, with abouquet of nightshade risng out or it like smoke, like the darknessfrom a
geni€ sbottle. The slemstwist and intertwine, the branches cluster with red berries, purple flowers.
Scarcely visble, far back in the dense tangle of the glossy leaves, arethe eyes of cats.

In the daytime | go to work, come back, talk, and eat. Jon comes over, eats, deeps, and goes away. |
watch him with detachment; he notices nothing. Every move | make is sodden with unredlity. When no
oneisaround, | bite my fingers. | need to fed physicd pain, to attach mysdlf to daily life. My body isa
separate thing. It tickslike aclock; timeisingdeit. It has betrayed me, and | am disgusted with it.

| paint Mrs. Smeath. Shefloats up without warning, like adead fish, materiaizing on asofal am drawing:
first her white, sparsaly haired legs without ankles, then her thick waist and potato face, her eyesin their
sted rims. The afghan is draped across her thighs, the rubber plant rises behind her like afan. On her
head isthe felt hat like a badly done-up package that she used to wear on Sundays.

Shelooks out at me from the flat surface of paint, three-dimensional now, smiling her closed haf-amile,
smug and accusing. Whatever has happened to me is my own fault, the fault of what iswrong with me.

Mrs. Smeath knowswhat it is. Sheisn't tdling.

One picture of Mrs. Smesath leads to another. She multiplies on the wallslike bacteria, standing, Sitting,
flying, with clothes, without clothes, following me around with her many eyeslike those 3-D postcards of



Jesus you can get in the cheesier corner stores. Sometimes | turn her facesto thewall.
Chapter 61

| whed Sarah dong the street in her roller, avoiding the mounds of meting dush. Although sheisover
two, she dtill can't walk fast enough in her red rubber boots to keep up when we go shopping. Also this
way | can hang the grocery bags from the stroller handle, or tuck them in around her. | know agrest
many such minor tricks now, involving objects and gadgets and the rearrangement of space, that | didn’t
need to know before.

We'reliving in alarger place now, the three of us: the upper two stories of ared brick semidetached
house with a sagging wooden square-pillared porch, on aside street west dong Bloor. There are alot of
Italians around here. The older women, the married ones and the widows, wear black clothes and no
makeup, as | used to do. When | wasin the later months of pregnancy, they would smile a me, asif |
was amogt one of them. Now they smile at Sarah fird.

| mysalf wear miniskirtsin primary colors, with tights underneath and boots, and an ankle-length coat
over top. | am not entirdly satisfied with thisclothing. It' shard to sit down in. Also I’ ve put on some
weight, since having Sarah. These skimpy skirts and tiny bodices were designed for women alot skinnier
than | am, of which there now seem to be dozens, hundreds. weasdl-faced girlswith long hair hanging to
the place where their bums ought to be, their chestsflat as plywood, making mefed bulbous by
comparison.

A new vocabulary has comewith them. Far out, they say. Cosmic. Blew my mind. Uptight. Let it all
bang out. | consder myself too old for such words: they are for young people, and | am no longer
young. | havefound agray hair behind my left ear. In acouple of years| will be thirty. Over the hill.

| whed Sarah up thewalk, unbuckle her, set her at the foot of the porch steps, unhook and lift out the
grocery bags, fold up the stroller. | walk Sarah up the steps to the front door: these steps can be dippery.
| go back for the bags and the straller, lug them up the steps, fumble in my purse for the key, open the
door, lift Sarah indde, then the bags and stroller, close and lock the door. | walk Sarah up theinside
gtairs, open theinside door, put her inside, close the baby gate, go back down for the bags, carry them
up, open the gate, go in, close the gate, go into the kitchen, set the bags on the table, and begin to
unpack: eggs, toilet paper, cheese, apples, bananas, carrots, hot dogs, and buns. | worry about serving
too many hot dogs. when | was young they were carnival food, and supposed to be bad for you. You
might get polio from them.

Sarahishungry, so | stop unpacking the groceriesto get her aglass of milk. | love her ferocioudy, and
am frequently irritated by her.

For thefirst year | wastired dl the time, and fogged by hormones. But I'm coming out of it now. I'm
looking around me.

Jon comes in, scoops Sarah up, gives her akiss, tickles her face with hisbeard, carries her squealing off
into theliving room. “Let’ s hide on Mummy,” he says. He hasaway of putting the two of them into the
same camp, in pretended league against me, that annoys me more than it should. Also | don't like it when
he cals me Mummy. | am not hismummy, but hers. But hetoo loves her. Thiswasasurprise, and I'm
not finished being grateful for it. | don't yet see Sarah asagift | have given him, but one he has dlowed
me. It’'s because of her that we got married, at City Hall, for the oldest of reasons. One that was nearly
obsolete. But we didn’t know that.

Jon, who isalapsed L utheran from Niagara Falls, thought we should go there for our honeymoon. He
broke up over the word honeymoon. He thought it would be a sort of joke: self-conscious corniness,



like apainting of agiant Coke bottle. “Amazing visuds,” he said. He wanted to take meto the
waxworks, the flower clock, the Maid of the Mist. He wanted usto get satin shirts with our names
embroidered on the pockets and NIAGARA FALLS acrossthe back. But | was silently offended by this
approach to our marriage. Whatever €l se we were getting into as the weeks passed one another and my
body swelled like adow flesh balloon, it was not ajoke. So we ended by not going.

Right after we were married, | lapsed into a voluptuous doth. My body was like afeather bed, warm,
boneless, deeply comforting, inwhich | lay cocooned. It may have been the pregnancy, sponging up my
adrendine. Or it may have been relief. Jon glowed for methen like aplumin sunlight, richly colored,
perfect inform. | would liein bed beside him or sit at the kitchen table, running my eyes over himlike
hands. My adoration was physical, and wordless. | would think Ah, nothing more. Like abreath
breathed out. Or | would think, like achild, Mine. Knowing it was't true. Say that way, | would think.
But he could not.

Jon and | have begun to have fights. Our fights are secret fights, conducted at night, when Sarah is adeep:
asguabbling in undertones. We keep them from her, becauseif they are frightening to us—as they
are—how much more frightening will they beto her?

We thought we were running away from the grown-ups, and now we are the grown-ups: thisisthe crux
of it. Neither of uswantsto take it on, not the whole thing. We compete, for instance, over which of usis
inworse shape. If | get aheadache, he getsamigraine. If hisback hurts, my neck iskilling me. Neither
one of uswantsto bein charge of the Band-Aids. We fight over our right to remain children.

At firgt | do not win these fights, because of love. Or so | say to mysdlf. If | wereto win them, the order
of theworld would be changed, and | am not ready for that. So instead | lose the fights, and master
different arts. | shrug, tighten my mouth in silent rebuke, turn my back in bed, leave questions
unanswered. | say, “Do it however you like,” provoking sullen fury from Jon. He does not want just
capitulation, but admiration, enthusiasm, for himsalf and hisideas, and when he doesn't get it hefedls
chested.

Jon has ajob now, supervising part-time a a co-op graphics studio. | am part-time as well. Between the
two of us, we can manage to cover the rent.

Jonisno longer painting on canvas, or on anything flat. In fact heisno longer painting. Hat surfaceswith
paint on them he calls* art-on-the-wall.” Thereisno reason for art to be on the wall, there’ sno reason
for it to have aframe around it or paint on it. Instead he is making constructions, out of things he gathers
from junk hegps or finds here and there. He makes wooden boxes with compartments, each containing a
different item: three pairs of outsizeladies pantiesin fluorescent colors, aplaster hand with long fase
nails glued onto it, an enemabag, atoupee. He makes a motorized furry bedroom dipper that runs
around on thefloor by itsdf, and afamily of digphragms fitted up with monster movie eyes and mouths
and jumping legs underneath that hop around on the table like radiation-damaged oysters. He's
decorated our bathroom in red and orange, with purple mermaids swimming on the walls, and hooked up
thetoilet seat so that it plays“ Jingle Bells’ whenit'sraised. Thisisfor Sarah’s benefit. He makestoysfor
her aswell, and lets her play with ends of wood and |eftover pieces of cloth and some of hisless
dangeroustools, while he sworking.

That’ swhen he' s here. Which is by no meansmost of thetime.

For thefirst year after Sarah wasborn | didn’t paint at al. | was freelancing then, working at home, and
just keeping up with the few book cover assgnments |’ d taken on was amgjor effort. | felt clogged, asif
swvimming with my clotheson. Now that I’'m half aday at work, it's better.



I’ve done some of what | cal my ownwork aswell, dthough hesitantly: my hands are out of practice, my
eyesdisused. Mogt of what | do is drawing, because the preparation of the surface, the laborious
underpainting and detailed concentration of egg temperaare too much for me. | have lost confidence:
perhapsal | will ever beiswhat | am now.

I’m sitting on awooden folding chair, on astage. The curtains are open and | can see the auditorium,
whichissmal, battered, and empty. Also on the stage is a stage s&t, not yet dismantled, for aplay which
hasjust closed. The set consigts of the future, which will be sparsdly furnished, but will contain agood
many cylindrica black columns and severd augtereflights of dairs.

Arranged around the columns on other wooden chairs, and dtting here and there on the Sairs, are
seventeen women. Every one of themisan artist, or something like it. There are severa actresses, two
dancers, three painters besides me. There' s one magazine writer, and an editor from my own publishing
company. One woman isaradio announcer (daytime classica music), one does puppet showsfor
children, oneisaprofessona clown. Oneisaset designer, which iswhy we' re here: she got usthe
gpacefor thismeeting. Thereason | know dl of thisisthat we had to say our names, going around the
circle, and what we do. Not for aliving: for aliving is different, especidly for the actresses. Also for me.

Thisisamesting. It'snot thefirst such meeting I’ ve been to, but | il find it startling. For onething, it's
al women. That initsdf isunusua, and has an air of secrecy about it, and an unfocused, attractive
dirtiness: the last al-women gathering | was at was Hedlth Classin high school, where the girlswere
separated off from the boys so they could be told about the curse. Not that the word was used. “Those
days’ wasthe accepted, official phrase. It was explained that tampons, athough not recommended for
young girls, which we knew meant virgins, could not get lost insde you and end up in your lung. There
was consderable giggling, and when the teacher spelled blood—*B-L-O-O-D”—one girl fainted.

Today thereisno giggling or fainting. This meeting is about anger.

Thingsare being said that | have never conscioudy thought about before. Things are being overthrown.
Why, for instance, do we shave our legs? Wear lipstick? Dress up in dinky clothing? Alter our shapes?
What iswrong with us the way we are?

It’'s Jody asking these questions, one of the other painters. She does not dress up or ater her shape. She
wears workboots, and striped coverdls, one leg of which she hauls up to show usthered leg
underneath, which is defiantly, resplendently hairy. I think of my own cowardly, naked legs, and fed
brainwashed, because | know | cannot go dl the way. | draw the line at armpits.

What iswrong with usthe way we areis men.

Many things are said about men. Two of these women have been raped, for instance. One has been
beaten up. Others have been discriminated against at work, passed over or ignored; or their art has been
ridiculed, dismissed astoo feminine. Others have begun to compare their sdaries with those of men, and
have found them to beless.

| have no doubt that all of thesethings are true. Rapists exi<t, and those who molest children and strangle
girls. They exist in the shadows, like the sinister men who lurk in ravines, not one of whom | have ever
seen. They are violent, wage wars, commit murders. They do lesswork and make more money. They
shove the housework off on women.

They areinsengtive and refuse to confront their own emotions. They are easly fooled, and wish to be: for
instance, with afew gasps and wheezes they can be conned into thinking they are sexua supermen.
There are giggles of recognition over this. | begin to wonder if I’ ve been faking orgasm without knowing
it.



But I am on shaky ground, in thistestifying against men, because | live with one. Women like me, with a
husband, a child, have been referred to with some scorn as nukes, for nuclear family. Pronatalist is
suddenly abad word. There are some other nukesin this group, but they are not in the mgority and say
nothing in their own defence. It seemsto be worthier to be awoman with achild but no man. That way
you've paid your dues. If you stay with the man, whatever problems you are having are your own faullt.

None of thisisactudly said.

These mestings are supposed to make me fed more powerful, and in some ways they do. Rage can
move mountains. In addition, they amaze me: it’s shocking, and exciting, to hear such things emerging
from the mouths of women. | begin to think that women | have thought were stupid, or wimps, may
amply have been hiding things, as| was.

But these mestings also make me nervous, and | don’t understand why. | don’t say much, | am awkward
and uncertain, because whatever | do say might be the wrong thing. | have not suffered enough, | haven't
paid my dues, | have no right to speak. | fed asif I'm standing outside a closed door while decisonsare
being made, disgpproving judgments are being pronounced, inside, about me. At the sametime | want to
please.

Siserhood isadifficult concept for me, | tell mysdf, because | never had asister. Brotherhood is not.

| work at night, when Sarah isadeep, or in the early morning. Right now | am painting the Virgin Mary. |
paint her in blue, with the usua white vell, but with the head of alioness. Chrigt liesin her lgp intheform
of acub. If Chrigtisalion, asheisin traditiond iconography, why wouldn't the Virgin Mary bea
lioness? Anyway it seems to me more accurate about motherhood than the old bloodless milk-and-water
Virginsof art history. My Virgin Mary isfierce, dert to danger, wild. She stareslevely out at the viewer
with her yellow lion’seyes. A gnawed bone lies at her feet.

| paint the Virgin Mary descending to the earth, which is covered with snow and dush. Sheiswearing a
winter coat over her blue robe, and has a purse dung over her shoulder. She' s carrying two brown paper
bagsfull of groceries. Severd things have falen from the bags. an egg, an onion, an gpple. Shelooks
tired.

Our Lady of Perpetual Help, | cal her.

Jon does not like me painting a night. “When dsecan | doit?’ | say. “Youtel me” Thereisonly one
answer, onethat would not involve the lossof hisowntime Don’'t do it at all. But he doesn't say this.

He doesn't say what he thinks of my paintings, but | know anyway. Hethinksthey areirrdevant. In his
mind, what | paint islumped in with the women who paint flowers. Lumped isthe word. The present
tenseis moving forward, discarding concept after concept, and | am off to the side somewhere, fiddling
with egg temperaand flat surfaces, asif the twentieth century has never happened.

Thereisfreedom in this; because it doesn’'t matter what | do, | can dowhat | like.

We have begun to dam doors, and to throw things. | throw my purse, an ashtray, a package of chocolate
chips, which breaks on impact. We are picking up chocolate chipsfor days. Jon throws aglass of milk,
the milk, not the glass: he knows his own strength, as| do not. He throws a box of Cheerios, unopened.

Thethings| throw miss, dthough they are worse things. The things he throws hit, but are harmless.
| begin to see how thelineis crossed, between histrionics and murder.

Jon smashes things, and glues the shardsinto place in the pattern of breakage. | can see the gpped.



Jon gitsin theliving room, having abeer with one of the painters. | am in the kitchen, damming around the
pots.

“What' swith her?’ saysthe painter.

“She’ smad because she' sawoman,” Jon says. Thisissomething | haven't heard for years, not since
high school. Once it was a shaming thing to say, and crushing to have it said about you, by aman. It
implied oddness, deformity, sexua mafunction.

| go to the living room doorway. “1’m not mad because I’m awoman,” | say. “I’m mad because you're
an asshole”

Chapter 62

Some of us from the meetings are having agroup show, of women only. Thisisrisky business, and we
know it. Jody sayswe could get trashed, by the mae art establishment. Their line these daysisthat great
art transcends gender. Jody’ slineisthat art so far has been mostly men admiring one another. A woman
artist can get admired by them only asasiddine, asort of freaky exception. “ Titlesswonders,” says

Jody.

We could get trashed by women aswell, for singling oursalves out, putting oursaves forward. We could
be cdled ditist. There are many pitfalls.

Therearefour of usin on the show. Carolyn, who has an angelic moon face framed in a Dutch cut with
dark bangs, callshersdf afabric artist. Some of her pieces are patchwork quilts, in inventive designs.
One has condoms stuffed with tampons (unused), glued onto it in the shapes of |etters, spelling out
WHAT ISLUV? Ancther isdonein floras, with an gppliquéd message:

UPYOUR
MAN
IFESTO!

Or dse she makeswal hangings out of toilet paper twisted like rope, braided and woven with redls of
outdated girlie movies, the kind that used to be called “art films.” “Used porn,” she says chearfully. “Why
not recycleit, en?’

Jody does store mannequins, sawn apart, the pieces glued back together in disturbing poses. She, fixes
them up with paint and collage and steel wool stuck on at appropriate places. One hangs from ameat
hook, stuck through the solar plexus, another hastrees and flowers painted al over her face likefine
tattooing, with addicacy | wouldn’t have suspected from Jody. Another has the heads of six or seven
old dolls attached to her stomach. | recognize some of them: Sparkle Plenty, Betsy Wetsy, Barbara Ann
Scott.

Zillahisblond and skimpy, like thefrail flower girls of afew years back. She calls her pieces Lintscapes.
They are made from the wads of feltlike fuzz that accumulate on drier filters and can be pedled off in
sheets. | have admired these mysdlf as| stuffed them into the wastebasket: their texture, their soft colors.
Zillah has bought a number of towelsin different shades and run them repeatedly through the dryer, to get
shades of pink, of gray-green, of off-white, aswell asthe standard undernegath-the-bed gray. These she
has cut and shaped and glued carefully to abacking, to form multilayered compositions that resemble
cloudscapes. | am entranced by them, and wish | had thought of thisfirst. “It’s like making a soufflé,”
Zillah says. “One breath of cold air and you' re dead in the water.”

Jody, who is more in charge than anyone, has gone through my paintings and chosen the onesfor the



show. She' staken some of the ill lifes, Wringer, Toaster, Deadly Nightshade, and Three Witches.
Three Witches isthe one of the three different sofas.

Apart from the il lifes, what I'm showing is mostly figurative, dthough there are a couple of
congtructions made from drinking straws and uncooked macaroni, and one called Siver Paper. | didn't
want to include these, but Jody liked them. “Domestic materiads,” she said.

The Virgin Mary pieces arein the show, and al of the Mrs. Smesths. | thought there were too many of
her, but Jody wanted them. “It's woman as anticheesecake,” she said. “Why should it lways be young,
beautiful women? It’ s good to see the aging fema e body trested with compassion, for achange.” This,
only in more high-flown language, iswhat she' swritten in the catalogue.

The show isheld in asmall defunct supermarket, west on Bloor Street. It isto be converted to a
hamburger heaven, shortly; but meanwhileit's empty, and one of the women who knows a cousin of the
wife of the developer who owns it has managed to persuade him to let us use it for two weeks. Shetold
him that in the Renai ssance the most famous dukes were known for their aesthetic taste and patronage of
the arts, and thisidea gppedled to him. He doesn’t know it’ s an al-woman show; just some artists, is
what shetold him. He saysit’s okay with him aslong aswe don't get the place dirty.

“What' sto get dirty?’ says Carolyn, aswe look around. She' sright, it’sdirty enough aready. The
produce counters and shelves have been torn up, there are patches ripped off the erstwhile linoleum tile
flooring where the wide bare boards show through, lights danglein wire cages; only some of them work.
The checkout counters are still in place, though, and there are afew tattered signs drooping on thewalls:
SPECIAL 3/95¢. FRESH FROM CALIFORNIA. MEAT LIKEYOU LIKEIT.

“We can make this space work for us,” says Jody, striding around with her handsin her coverall
pockets.

“How?" saysZillah.
“I didn’t take judo for nothing,” says Jody. “L et the momentum of the enemy carry him off balance.”

In practice this means that she gppropriatesthe MEAT LIKE YOU LIKE IT sign and incorporates it
into one of her condtructions, an especialy violent dismemberment in which the mannequin, dressed only
in ropes and leather straps, has ended up with her head tucked upside-down under her arm.

“If you were aman you' d get somped for that,” Carolyn tells her.
Jody smiles sweetly. “But I'm not one.”

Wework for three days, arranging and rearranging. After we have the stuff in place, there are the rented
trestle tables to be assembled for the bar, the hooch and eats to be bought. Hooch and eats are Jody’s
words. We get Canadian winein gallon jugs, Styrofoam cupsto serveit in, pretzels and potato chips,
hunks of cheddar cheese wrapped in plastic film, Ritz crackers. Thisiswhat we can afford; but aso
there’ s an unspoken rule that the food has to be unwaveringly plebeian.

Our catalogueisacouple of mimeographed sheets stapled together at the top corner. This catalogueis
supposed to be a collective effort, but in fact Jody has written most of it, because she has the knack.
Carolyn makes abanner, out of bedsheets dyed to look asif someone' s bled on them, to hang above the
outsde door:

F(OUR) FORALL.

“What' s that supposed to mean?’ says Jon, who has dropped by, supposedly to pick me up, redly to



see. Heissuspicious of my doings with women, athough he will not demean himsdlf by saying so. He
does however refer to them as“the girls.”

“I sapunon freefor all” | tel him, dthough | know he knowsthis. “Plusit encapsulates the word
our.” Encapsulate isaso one of Jody’ swords.

He does not comment.

It’ sthe banner that attracts the newspapers:. thiskind of thing is new, it’san event, and it promises
disruption. One newspaper sends a photographer, in advance, who says, jokingly, “Come on, girls, burn
afew brasfor me,” while he' staking our pictures.

“Fig,” saysCarolynin alow voice.
“Cool it,” saysJody. “They loveit when you freak.”

Before the opening, | cometo the gallery early. | pace around the show, up and down the former aides,
around the checkout counters where Jody’ s scul ptures pose like models on arunway, past the wall
where Carolyn’squiltsydl defiance. Thisis strong work, | think. Stronger than mine. Even Zillah' sgauzy
constructions appear to me to have a confidence and subtlety, an assurance, that my own paintings lack:
in this context my pictures are too highly finished, too decorative, too merely pretty.

| have strayed off course, | have failed to make a statement. | am peripheral.

| drink some of the awful wine and then some more, and fed better; dthough | know that later | will fedl
worse. The stuff tastes like something you' d use to tenderize pot roast.

| stand againgt the wall, beside the door, hanging onto my Styrofoam cup. I’ m standing here becauseit’s
the exit. Also the entrance: people arrive, and then more people.

Many, most of these people are women. There are dl kinds of them. They havelong hair, long skirts,
jeansand overdls, earrings, caps like construction workers', lavender shawls. Some of them are other
painters, somejust look likeit. Carolyn and Jody and Zillah are here by now, and there are greetings
caled, squeezes of the arm, kisses on cheeks, shrieks of ddlight. They al seem to have more friends than
| do, more close women friends. I’ ve never really considered it before, this absence; I’ ve assumed that
other women were like me. They were, once. And now they are not.

Thereis Cordelia, of course. But | haven’t seen her for years.

Jonisnot here yet, athough he said he would come. We even got a baby-sitter so he could. | think
maybe | will flirt with someone, someone ingppropriate, just to see what could happen; but there aren’t
many possibilities, because there aren’'t many men. | make my way through the crowd with another
Styrofoam cup of the dreadful red marinade, trying not to fed eft out.

Right behind me awoman’ svoice says, “Wdll, they certainly are different.” It’ sthe quintessentia
Toronto middle-class-matron put-down, the ultimate disapproval. It' swhat they say about dums. It
would not look good over the sofa, iswhat she means. | turn and look at her: awdl-cut silver-gray suit,
pearls, asuave scarf, expendve suede shoes. She's convinced of her own legitimacy, her right to
pronounce: | and my kind are here on sufferance.

“Elaine, I'd like you to meet my mother,” says Jody. Theideaof thiswoman being Jody’s mother is
breathtaking. “Mum, Elaine did the flower painting. The oneyou like?’

She means Deadly Nightshade. “Ohyes,” says Jody’ smother, smiling warmly. “You girlsaredl so



gifted. | did like that one, the colors are lovely. But what are dl those eyesdoing in it?’

Thisis so much what my own mother would say that | am swept with longing. | want my mother to be
here. Shewould didike most of this, the cut-up mannequins especidly; shewouldn't understand it at dll.
But she would smile, and dredge up something niceto say. Very recently | would have derided such
talents. Now | have need of them.

| get mysdlf another cup of wine and a Ritz cracker with some cheese on it, and peer through the crowd
for Jon, for anyone. What | see, over the heads, is Mrs. Smeath.

Mrs. Smeath iswatching me. Shelies on the sofawith her turbanlike Sunday hat on, the afghan wrapped
around her. | have named this one Torontodalisque: Homage to Ingres, because of the pose, and the
rubber plant like afan behind her. She dtsin front of amirror with half of her face pedling off, like the
villainin ahorror comic I onceread; thisoneiscaled Leprosy. She stlandsin front of her sink, her
wicked paring knifein one hand, a half-peded potato in the other. Thisoneiscdled

ANeEY E*FOR*AN°<EYE.

Next to thisis White Gift, whichisin four pandls. In thefirst one, Mrs. Smeeth iswrapped up in white
tissue paper like acan of Spam or amummy, with just her head sticking out, her face wearing its closed
half-smile. In the next three she' s progressively unwrapped: in her print dress and bib apron, in her
back-of-the-catalogue Eaton’ s flesh-colored foundation garment—although | don’t expect she
possessed one—and finally in her saggy-legged cotton underpants, her one large breast sectioned to
show her heart. Her heart isthe heart of adying turtle: reptilian, dark-red, diseased. Across the bottom
of this pand is stenciled: THEsKINGDOM «OF+GODe| SWITHINeY OU.

It s<till amystery to me, why | hate her so much.

| look away from Mrs. Smeath, and there is another Mrs. Smeath, only this oneis moving. She'sjust
insde the door and heading toward me. She' sthe same age as shewas. It' sasif she's stepped down off
thewall, thewalls. the same round raw potato face, the hulky big-boned frame, the glittering spectacles
and hairpin crown. My gut clenchesin fear; then there’ sthat rancid hate, flashing up in an ingtant.

But of coursethis can't be Mrs. Smeath, who must be much older by now. Anditis't. The hairpin
crovn was an optical illusion: it’sjust hair, graying and cropped short. It's Grace Smeath, charmless and
righteous, in shapeless, ageless clothing, dunin color; sheisringless and without ornament. By the way
she stalks, rigid and quivering, lips pinched, the freckles standing out on her root-white skin like bug
bites, | can seethat thiswill not be transformed into alight socia occasion by any weak-chinned smiling
of mine.

| try anyway. “Isit Grace?’ | say. Severd nearby people have stopped in mid-word. Thisis not the sort
of woman who usudly frequents gallery openings, of any kind.

Grace clumps relentlessly forward. Her faceisfatter than it used to be. | think of orthopedic shoes, lide
stockings, underwear laundered thin and gray, coa cdlars. | am afraid of her. Not of anything she could
do to me, but of her judgment. And here it comes.

“You aredisgusting,” shesays. “ Y ou are taking the Lord’ snamein vain. Why do you want to hurt
people?’

What isthereto be said? | could claim that Mrs. Smeseth is not Grace' s mother but acomposition. |
could mention the forma values, the careful use of color. But White Gift isnot acomposition, it's
pictures of Mrs. Smeath, and indecent pictures at that. It'swashroom graffiti raised to a higher order.



Graceis staring past me at the wall: there are not just one or two foul picturesto be appalled by, there
are many. Mrs. Smeath in metamorphosis, from frame to frame, naked, exposed and desecrated, along
with the maroon velvet chesterfield, the sacred rubber plant, the angels of God. | have gone way too far.

Grace shands arefigts, her fatted chinistrembling, her eyes are pink and watery, like alaboratory
rabbit’s. Isthat atear? | am aghast, and deeply satisfied. Sheis making a spectacle of hersdlf, at last, and
| amin control.

But I look again, more closdly: thiswoman is not Grace. She does't even look like Grace. Graceis my
age, shewould not bethis old. There' s a generic resemblance, that’sal. Thiswoman isastranger.

“Y ou ought to be ashamed of yourself,” says the woman who is not Grace. Her eyes narrow behind her
glasses. Sheraises her fist, and | drop my glass of wine. Red splashesthe wall and floor.

What she hasin her clenched hand isabottle of ink. With a shaky twist she unscrews the top, and | hold
my breath, with fright but dso curiosity: isit me she'll throw it a? For throwing is clearly her intention.
There are gasps around us, thisis happening fast, Carolyn and Jody are pushing forward.

The woman who isnot Grace hurlsthe ink, bottle and dll, straight at White Gift. The bottle careensand
thuds to the carpet, ink pours down over the skyscape, veiling Mrs. Smeeth in Parker’s Washable Blue.
The woman gives me atriumphant smile and turns, not stalking now but scurrying, heading for the door.

| have my hands over my mouth, asif to scream. Carolyn envelops me, hugging. Shesméllslikea
mother. “I'll call the police” she says.

“No,” | say. “lt will come off.” And it probably will, because White Gift isvarnished, and painted on
wood. Maybe there won’t even be a dent.

There are women gathering around me, the rustle of their feathers, a cooing. | am soothed and consoled,
patted, cherished asif in shock. Maybe they mean it, maybe they like me after dl. It's so hard for meto
tell, with women.

“Who wasthat?’ they ask.
“Some religious nut case,” says Jody. “ Some reactionary.”

| will belooked at, now, with respect: paintings that can get bottles of ink thrown at them, that can inspire
such outraged violence, such uproar and display, must have an odd revolutionary power. | will seem
audacious, and brave. Some dimension of heroism has been added to me.

FEATHERSFLY AT FEMINIST FRACAS, saysthe paper. The pictureisof me cringing, hands over
my mouth, Mrs. Smesth bare-naked and dripping with ink in the background. Thisishow I learn that
women fighting is news. There s something titillating about it, upended and comic, like menin evening
gownsand high heds. Hen fighting, it'scalled.

The show itsdlf attracts bad adjectives. “dorasve,” “aggressve’ and “shrill.” It smostly Jody’ s statues
and Carolyn’ squiltsthat are called these things. Zillah' slintscapes are termed “ subjective,” “introverted”
and “flimsy.” Compared with therest of them, | get off easy: “naive surredlism with atwist of feminist
lemon.”

Carolyn makes abright yellow banner with the words “dorasive,” “aggressive’ and “ shrill” onitinred,
arid hangsit outside the door. A great many people come.

Chapter 63



I‘'m waiting, in awaiting room. Thewaiting room has several nondescript blondwood chairsin it, with
seats upholstered in olive green, and three end tables. Thisfurnitureisaclunky imitation of the early
Scandinavian furniture of ten or fifteen years ago, now drasticaly out of style. On one of the tablesthere
are some thumbed Reader’ s Digest and Maclean’ s magazines, and on another an ashtray, white with a
rosebud trim. The carpet is an orangey-green, the walls an off-yelow. Thereis one picture, alithoprint of
two coy, gridy children in pseudo-peasant costume, vagudy Austrian, using amushroom for an umbrella

Theroom smellsof old cigarette smoke, old rubber, the worn intimacy of cloth too long against flesh. On
top of that, an overlay of floor wash antiseptic, seeping in from the corridors beyond. There are no
windows. Thisroom sets me on edge, like fingernails on ablackboard. Or like adentist’ swaiting room,
or the room where you’ d wait before ajob interview, for ajob you didn’t want to get.

Thisisadiscreet private loony bin. A rest home, it's called: The Dorothy Lyndwick Rest Home. The sort
of place well-off people use for stowing away those members of their familieswho are not considered fit
to run around in public, in order to keep them from being carted off to 999 Queen, which isneither
discreet nor private.

999 Queen isboth ared place and high school shorthand for dl funny farms, booby hatches, and
nuthouses that could possibly be imagined. We had to imagine them, then, never having seen one. “999
Queen,” wewould say, sticking our tongues out the sides of our mouths, crossing our eyes, making
circles near our earswith our forefingers. Craziness was congdered funny, like al other things that were
inredity frightening and profoundly shameful.

| anwaiting for Cordelia. Or | think it will be Corddia: her voice on the phone did not sound like her,
but dower and somehow damaged. “| saw you,” iswhat she said, asif we had been taking together only
five minutes before. But in fact it had been seven years, or eight, or nine: the summer sheworked at the
Stratford Shakespearean Festival, the summer of Josef. “In the paper,” she added. And then apause, as
if thiswasaquestion.

“Right,” | said. Then, because | knew | should, “Why don’t we get together?’
“I can't go out,” Corddiasaid, in the same dowed-down voice. “You' |l have to come here.”
And so| am here.

Corddiacomesthrough adoor at the far end of the room, walking carefully, asif balancing, or lame. But
sheisnot lame. Behind her is another woman, with the optimigtic, false, toothy smile of apaid atendant.

It takes me a moment to recognize Cordelia, because she doesn’t look at al the same. Or rather she
doesn't look the way she did when | last saw her, in her wide cotton skirt and barbaric bracelet, el egant
and confident. Sheisin an earlier phase, or alater one: the soft green tweeds and tailored blouses of her
good-taste background, which now appear matronly on her, because she has put on weight. Or has she?
Flesh has been added, but it has did down, toward the middle of her body, like mud diding down ahill.
Thelong bones have risen to the surface of her face, the skin tugged downward on them asif by
irresistible gravitational pull. I can see how she'll bewhen she'sald.

Someone has done her hair. Not her. She would never makeit in tight little waves like that.

Cordeiastands uncertainly, squinting alittle, head poking forward and swinging imperceptibly from sde
to Sde, the way an eephant’ s does, or some dow, bewildered animd. “Cordelia,” | say, sanding up.

“There syour friend,” saysthewoman, smiling relent lesdy. She takes Cordelia by the arm and givesa
amall tug, to start her in theright direction. “ Thereyou are,” | say, faling aready into the trap of



addressing her likeachild. I come forward, give her an awkward kiss. | find to my surprisethat I'm glad
to see her.

“Better late than never,” Cordelia says, with the same hesitation, the thicknessin her voice I’ ve heard
over the phone. The woman steers her to the chair across from mine, settles her down into it with alittle
push, asif she' selderly, and stubborn.

Suddenly I’'m outraged. No one has aright to treat Cordeliathisway. | scowl at the woman, who says,
“How nice of you to come! Cordeliaenjoysavist, don't you, Corddia?’

“Y ou can take me out,” Cordelia says. She looks up at the woman, for approval.

“Yes, that'sright,” saysthe woman. “For teaor something. If you promiseto bring her back, that is!”
She gives acheery laugh, asif thisisajoke.

| take Corddiaout. The Dorothy Lyndwick Rest Homeisin High Park, a suburb where I’ ve never been
before and don’t know my way around, but there’ sa corner café afew blocks dong. Corddiaknowsit,
and her way there. | don’t know whether | should take her arm or not, and so | don't; | walk along
beside her, watchful at crossingsasif she' sblind, dowing my paceto hers.

“I don't have any money,” says Cordelia. “They won't let me have any. They even get my cigarettesfor
rre”

“That'sdl right,” | say.

We ease into a booth, order coffee and two toasted Danishes. | give the order: | don’t want the waitress
garing. Corddiafumbles, produces acigarette. Her hand, lighting it, is shaky. “ Gresat flaming
blue-headed bals of Jesus,” she says, making an effort with the syllables. “1t’ sgood to be out of there.”
Shetriesalaugh, and | laugh with her, feding cul pable and accused.

| should ask her things: what has she been doing, for these years we' ve skipped? What about her acting,
what became of that? Did she get married, have children? What exactly has been going on, to bring her
where sheis? But al of thisisbeside the point. It's detachable, it’ s been added on. Themainthing is
Cordelia, thefact of her now.

“What the shit have they got youon?’ | say.

“Some sort of tranquilizers” she says. “I hate them. They make me drool.”

“What for?’ | say. “How did you end up in that nuthatch anyway? Y ou aren’t any crazier than | am.”
Corddialooks at me, blowing out smoke. “ Things weren't working out very well,” she says after awhile.
“So?7' | say.

“So. | tried pills”

“Oh, Corddia.” Something goesthrough mewith adice, like watching a child fal, mouth down on rock.
“WI,]y?l

“I don’'t know. It just came over me. | wastired,” she says.

Thereisno point telling her she shouldn’t have done such athing, | dowhat I’d do in high school: | ask
for the details. “So did you conk out?’



“Yes” shesad. “I checked into ahotel, to do it. But they figured it out—the manager or someone. | had
to get my stomach pumped. That was revolting. Vomit-making, you could say.”

She does what would be alaugh, except that her faceissorigid. | think | may cry. At thesametimel’'m
angry with her, though | don’t know why. It' sasif Cordelia has placed herself beyond me, out of my
reach, where | can't get a her. She haslet go of her idea of hersdlf. Sheislost.

“Elaine” shesays, “get meout.”
“What?’ | say, brought up short.

“Help me get out of there. Y ou don’t know what it’ slike. Y ou have no privacy.” Thisisthe closest to
pleading she' sever come.

A phrase comesto me, aremnant left over from boys, from Saturday afternoons, reading the comics:
Pick on somebody your own size. “How could | dothat?’ | say.

“Vidt metomorrow and we'll go inataxi.” She seesme hesitate. “Or just lend me the money. That'sdl
you haveto do. | can hide the pillsin the morning, | won't take them. Then I’ll bedl right. | know it's
those pillsthat’ re kegping me like this. Just twenty-five dollarsisal | need.”

“I don't have alot of money with me,” | say, which istrue enough, but an evasion. “They’d catch you.
They’d know you were off the pills. They could tell.”

“I can fool them any day,” Corddiasays, with aflicker of her old cunning. Of course, | think, she'san
actress. Or was. She can counterfeit anything. “ Anyway, those doctors are so dumb. They ask dl these
questions, they believe anything | tell them, they writeit al down.”

There are doctors, then. More than one. “Cordelia, how can | take the responsibility? | haven't even
talked, | haven't talked to anyone.”

“They'redl assholes,” she says. “ There' s nothing wrong with me. Y ou know, you said yoursdf.” There's
afrantic child in there, behind that locked, sagging face.

| have an image of spiriting Cordeliaaway, rescuing her. | could do it, or something likeit; but then where
would she end up? Hiding out in our apartment, deeping on an improvised bed like the draft dodgers, a
refugee, adisplaced person, smoking up the kitchen with Jon wondering who the hell sheisand why

she' sthere. Things are uneven between usasit is; I'm not sure | can afford Cordelia. She' d be one more
sin of mine, to be chaked up to the account he' skeeping in hishead. Also | am not fedling totally glued

together mysdlf.

And there' s Sarah to think of. Would she take to this Auntie Corddlia? How is Cordeliawith small
children? And exactly how sick in the head is she, anyway? How long before I’ d come back and find her
out cold on the bathroom floor, or worse? In the middle of a bright red sunset. Jon’swork tableisan
arsend, there arelittle sawslying around, little chisels. Maybe it would just be melodrama, a skin-deep
dash or two, her old theatricality; though perhaps theatrica people are not lessrisky, but more. Inthe
interests of therolethey’ll sacrifice anything.

“I can't, Cordelia,” | say gently. But | don’'t fed gentletoward her. | am seething, with afury | can neither
explain nor express. How dare you ask me? | want to twist her arm, rub her face in the snow.

Thewaitress bringsthe bill. “ Are you sufficiently sophonsfied?’ | say to Corddlia, trying for lightness, and
achange of subject. But Cordelia has never been stupid.



“Soyouwon't,” she says. And then, forlornly: “1 guessyou' ve dways hated me.”

“No,” I say. “Why would I? No!” | am shocked. Why would she say such athing? | can’t remember
ever hating Cordelia

“I'll get out anyway,” she says. Her voiceisnot thick now, or hesitant. She has that stubborn, defiant
look, the one | remember from years ago. So?

| walk her back, deposit her. “I’ll cometo visit you,” | say. | intend to, but know at the same time that
the chancesaredim. She'll bedl right, | tel mysdf. Shewaslikethisat the end of high school, and then
things got better. They could again.

On the streetcar going back, | read the advertisements: abeer, achocolate bar, abrassereturning into a
bird. | imitaterelief. | fed free, and weightless.

But | am not free, of Corddia

| dream Corddiafaling, from acliff or bridge, against a background of twilight, her arms outspreed, her
skirt open like abell, making asnow angd in the empty air. She never hitsor lands; shefdlsand falls,
and | wake with my heart pounding and gravity cut from under me, asin an eevator plummeting out of
control.

| dream her standing in the old Queen Mary schoolyard. The school is gone, thereis nothing but afield,
and the hill behind with the scrawny evergreen trees. She iswearing her snowsuit jacket, but sheisnot a
child, she' sthe age sheisnow. She knows| have deserted her, and sheisangry.

After amonth, two months, three, | write Cordeliaanote, on flowered notepaper of the sort that doesn't
leave much space for words. | purchase this notepaper specialy. My note iswritten with such false
cheerfulness| can barely stand to lick the flap of the envelope. Init | propose another vist.

But my note comes back in the mail, with address unknown scrawled acrossit. | examine thiswriting
from every angle, trying to figure out if it could be Corddia s, disguised. If it isn't, if she’'sno longer & the
rest home, where has she gone? She could ring the doorbell a any minute, cal on the phone. She could
be anywhere.

| dream amannequin statue, like one of Jody’ sin the show, hacked apart and glued back together. It's
wearing nothing but a gauze costume, covered with spangles. It ends at the neck. Underneath itsarm,
wrapped in awhite cloth, is Corddia s head.

Twelve—OneWing
Chapter 64

In the corner of a parking lot, among the sumptuous boutiques, they’ ve recongtructed aforties diner.
4-D’sDiner, it'scalled. Not arenovation, brand-new.

They couldn’t tear this stuff down fast enough, once.

Insdeit’s pretty authentic, except that it lookstoo clean; and it’ slessfortiesthan early fifties. They have
asodafountain countertop, with stools along it topped in acid lime-green, and vinyl-padded boothsin a
shade of shiny purple that looks like the skin of an early shark-finned convertible. A jukebox, chrome
coat trees, grainy black-and-white photos on the walls, of red forties diners. The waitresses have white
uniformswith black tab trim, athough the shade of their red lipstick isn’t quite right and they should have
run it around the edges of their mouths. The waiters have those sodajerk caps set a an angle, and the



right haircuts, a close shave up the back of the neck. They re doing aroaring business. Kidsin their
twenties, mostly.

Redly it’'slike Sunnysides, done over asamuseum. They could have Cordeliaand mein here, in our bat
wing deeves and cinch belts, stuffed and mounted or made of wax, drinking our milkshakes, looking as
bored as we could.

Thelast time | saw Cordelia, she was going through the door of the rest home. That wasthe last timel
talked to her. Although it wasn't the last time she talked to me.

There are no avocado and sprout sandwiches, the coffee is not espresso, the pieis coconut cream and
no worse than it was then. Thisiswhat | have, coffee and pie, sitting in one of the purple booths,
watching young people exclam over what they think is the quaintness of the past.

Thepastisn't quaint whileyou'reinit. Only at a safe distance, later, when you can seeit as decor, not as
the shape your life' s been squeezed into.

They have Elvis Predey zucchini molds now: you clamp them around your zucchini whileit’ syoung, and
asit growsit’sdeformed into the shape of Elvis Predey’s head. Isthiswhy he sang? To become a
zucchini? Vegetarianism and reincarnation arein the air, but that’ staking it too far. I’ d rather come back
asasow bug, mysdf; or agtir-fried shrimp. Though | suppose the whole idea’ s more lenient than Hell.

“You'vedoneit well,” | say to thewaitress. “Of course the prices are wrong. It wasten centsfor a
coffee, then.”

“Redly,” she says, not asaquestion. She givesme adutiful smile: Boring old frump. Sheishaf my age,
living, dready, alifel can’'t imagine. Whatever her guilts are, her hates and terrors, they are not the same.
Wheat do they do about AIDS, these girls? They can't just roll around in the hay, the way we did. Isthere
acourtship ritua that involves, perhaps, an exchange of doctors' telephone numbers? For usit was
pregnancy that was the scary item, the sexua booby trap, the thing that could finish you off. Not any
more.

| pay the bill, overtip, gather up my packages, an Italian scarf for each of my daughters, afountain pen
for Ben. Fountain-pens are coming back. Somewherein Limbo, al the old devices and appliances and
costumes are lined up, waiting their turn for re-entry.

| walk up the Street, along to the corner. The next street is Josef’s. | count houses: this one must be his.
The front’ s been ripped out and glassed over, the lawn is paving stone. There' s an antique child’ srocking
horsein the window, athreadbare quilt, awooden-headed doll with a battered face. Onetime
throw-outs, recycled as money. Nothing so indiscreet as a price tag, which means outrageous.

| wonder what became of Josef, eventudly. If he' s till dive he must be sixty-five, or more. If hewasa
dirty old man then, how dirty is he now?

Hedid make afilm. | think it was him; in any case, the director’ s name wasthe same. | saw it by
accident, at afilm festival. Thiswasalot later, when | was aready living in Vancouver.

It was about two women with nebulous persondities and cloudy hair. They wandered through fieldswith
thewind blowing their thin dresses againgt their thighs, and gazed inscrutably. One of them took apart a
radio and dropped the piecesinto a stream, ate a butterfly, and cut the throat of a cat, because she was
deranged. These thingswouldn’t have been as appeding if she had been ugly, instead of blond and
ethered. The other one made little dashes on the skin of her thigh, using an old-fashioned straight razor
that had belonged to her grandfather. Toward the end she jumped off arailway overpass, into ariver, her



dressfluttering like awindow curtain. Except for the colors of their hair, it was hard to tell the two of
them gpart.

Theman in thisfilm wasin love with both of them and couldn’t make up hismind. Hencethelr craziness.
Thisiswhat convinced methat it must have been Josef: it wouldn’t have occurred to him that they might
have had reasons of their own for being crazy, apart from men.

None of the blood in thisfilm wasrea blood. Women were not real to Josef, any more than hewasred
to me. Thiswaswhy | could treat his sufferings with such scorn and unconcern: hewasn't redl. The
reason |’ ve never dreamed about him was that he belonged aready to the world of dreams:
discontinuous, irrationd, obsessive.

| was unfair to him, of course, but where would | have been without unfairness? In thrall, in harness.
Y oung women need unfairness, it'sone of their few defenses. They need their callousness, they need
thelr ignorance. They wak in the dark, aong the edges of high diffs, humming to themsdves, thinking
themsdlvesinvulnerable.

| can’t blame Josef for hisfilm. He was entitled to his own versions, hisown conjurings; asl am. | may
have served his ends, but he served mine aswell.

Thereis Life Drawing, for instance, hanging right now on the galery wall, Josef preserved in aspic and
good enough to eat. Heis on the left side of the picture, stark-naked but turned with atwist half away
from the viewer, so what you get isthe ass end, then thetorso in profile. On theright sdeis Jon, inthe
same postion. Ther bodies are somewhat idedized: less hairy than they redlly were, the muscle groupsin
higher definition, the skin luminous. | thought about putting Jockey shorts on them, in deferenceto
Toronto, but decided againgt it. Both of them have wonderful bums.

Each of them is painting a picture, each pictureison an easdl. Josef’ sis of avoluptuous but not
overweight woman, sitting on a stool with a sheet draped between her legs, her breasts exposed; her face
is Pre-Raphadlite, brooding, conscioudy mysterious. Jon's painting isaseries of intestina swirls, in hot
pink, raspberry ripple red and Burgundy Cherry purple.

Themode is seated on achair between them, face front, bare feet flat on the floor. She'sclothedina
white bedsheet, wrapped around her below the breasts. Her hands are folded-neetly in her 1ap. Her head
isasphere of bluish glass.

| 9t with Jon at atable in theroof bar of the Park Plaza Hotel, drinking white wine spritzers. My
suggestion: | wanted to see it again. Outside, the skyline has changed: the Park Plazaiis no longer the
tallest building around, but a squat |eftover, dwarfed by the svelte glassy towersthat rise around it. Due
south isthe CN Tower, lifting up like ahugeinvertedicicle. Thisisthe sort of architecture you used to
see only in science fiction comic books, and seeing it pasted flat againgt the monotone lake-sky | fed I've
stepped not forward in time but sideway's, into auniverse of two dimensions.

But inddethe bar not alot has changed. The place ill looks like a high-class Regency borddlo. Even
the waiters, with their good-grooming hair and air of harried discretion, look the same, and probably are.
The management used to keep tiesin the coat check, for gentlemen who'’ d forgotten them. Forgotten
was the word, because surely no gentleman would deliberately choose to go tieless. It wasabig thing
when this place was cracked by women in pant suits. A chic black modd did it: they couldn’t refuse to
let her in, she could have hit them with racism. Even this memory dates me, and the little thrill of triumph
that goeswith it: what woman, now, would think of a pant suit asliberation?

| didn’t used to come here with Jon. He would have sneered, then, at the uphol stered period chairs, the
looped drapes, the men and women cut from a glossy whisky ad. It was Josef | came with, Josef whose



hand | touched, across the surface of thetable. Not Jon’s, as now.

It sonly the ends of thefingers, only lightly. Thistime we don't say much: there’ s none of the verba
prodding there was at lunch. There’ sa shared vocabulary, of monosyllable and silence; we know why
we're here. Going down in the eevator, | ook into the smoked-mirror wall and see my facein the dark
glass obscured by time, as astone overgrown. | could be any age.

Wetake ataxi back to the warehouse, our hands resting side by side on the seat. We go up the stairsto
the studio, dowly, so we won't get out of bresth: neither one of us wants to be caught out by the other in
amiddle-aged wheeze. Jon'shand ison my wais. It'sfamiliar there; it’ slike knowing where the light
switchis, in ahouse you once lived in but haven't been back to for years. When we reach the door,
before we go in, he pats me on the shoulder, agesture of encouragement, and of wistful resignation.

“Don’'t turnonthelight,” | say.
Jon puts hisarms around me, hisface in the angle of my neck. It'sagesture less of desire than of fatigue.

The dudio isthe purplish gray of autumn twilight. The plaster casts of arms and legs glimmer whitely, like
broken statuesin aruin. There' sa scatter of my clothesin the corner, empty cups dotted here and there,
on the work counter, by the window, marking my daily trails, claming space. Thisroom seemslike mine
now, asif I’ ve been living here dl aong, no matter where else I’ ve been or what else I’ ve been doing.

It’s Jon who has been away, and hasreturned at last.

We undress each other, aswe used to do at first; but more shyly. | don’t want to be awkward. I'm glad
it sdusk; I’'m nervous about the backs of my thighs, the wrinkling above my knees, the soft fold across
my stomach, not fatness exactly but apleat. The hair on his chest isgray, ashock. | avoid looking at the
small beer bely that’s grown on him, though I’ m aware of it, of the changesin hisbody, as he must be of
mine

When wekiss, it' swith agravity we lacked before. Before we were avid, and sdfish.

We make love for the comfort of it. | recognize him, I could recognize himin total darkness. Every man
has his own rhythm, which remainsthe same. In thisthereistherelief of greeting.

| don't fed I’'m being didoyal to Ben, only loya to something el se; which predates him, which has nothing
to do with him. An old score.

Also | know it ssomething I'll never do again. It' sthe last look, before turning away, at some
once-visited, once-extravagant place you know you won't go back to. An evening view, of Niagara
Fdls

We lie together under the duvet, arms around each other. It's hard to remember what we used to fight
about. The former anger isgone, and with it that edgy, jealous lust we used to have for each other.
What' sleft isfondness, and regret. A diminuendo.

“Cometo theopening?’ | say. “I’d likeyouto.”

“No,” hesays. “I don't want to.”

“Why not?’

“I’d fed bad,” he says. “I wouldn't want to see you that way.”

“What way?" | say.



“With dl those people, dobbering over you.”

What he meansisthat he doesn’'t want to be merely an onlooker, that there sno room for himin all that,
and he' sright. He doesn’t want to be just my ex-husband. He would be dispossessed, of me and of
himsdf. | redlize| don't want it ether, | don't really want him to be there. | need him to be, but | don't
want it.

| turn, lean on my elbow, kiss him again, on the cheek thistime. The hair down low, behind hisears, is
aready turning white. | think, we did that just in time. It was dmost too late.

Chapter 65

With Jonit’slike faling downgtairs. Up until now there have been preliminary ssumblings, recoveries, a
clutching for handholds. But now al balanceislost and we plunge down headlong, both of us, noisily and
without grace, gathering momentum and abrasions aswe go.

| enter deep angry and dread waking up, and when | do wake | lie beside the deeping body of Jon, in
our bed, listening to the rhythm of his bresthing and resenting him for the oblivion he il controls.

For weeks he has been more silent than usual, and home less. Home less, that is, when | am home. When
I’'m away at work heisthere dl right, even when Sarah’sin preschoal. I’ ve begun to find signs, tiny clues
left in my way like breadcrumbs dropped on atrail: acigarette with a pink mouthmark on it, two used
glassesin the ank, ahairpin that is not mine, beneath apillow that is. I clean up and say nothing, hoarding
these things for times of greater need.

“Someone named Monicacdled you,” | tdl him.

It' smorning, and there sawhole day to get through. A day of evasion, suppressed anger, falsecam. We
arewdl beyond throwing things, by now.

He sreading the paper. “Oh?’ he says. “What did she want?’
“Shesaid to tell you Monicacaled,” | say.

He comes back late at night and I'm in bed, feigning deep, my head churning. | think of subterfuges:
examining his shirtsfor perfume, tailing him aong the street, hiding in the doset and jumping out, red-hot
with discovery. | think of other things| could do. | could leave, go somewhere unspecified, with Sarah.
Or | could demand that we talk things through. Or | could pretend nothing is happening, continue on with
our livesas usud. Thiswould have been the advice offered in women' s magazines, of adecade ago: wait
it out.

| see these things as scenarios, to be played through and discarded, perhaps smultaneoudy. None of
them precludes the others.

Inred life, the days go on as usud, darkening to winter and heavy with the unspoken.

“Y ou had athing with Uncle Joe, didn’t you?’ Jon says casudly. It'sa Saturday, and we' re making a
stab at normality by taking Sarah to Grange Park, to play in the snow.

“Who?' | say.
“Y ou know. Josef what' s-his-name. The old stick man.”

“Oh, him,” | say. Sarahisover by the swingswith some other kids. We re sitting on abench, having



cleared the snow. | think | should be making a snowman, or doing some other thing good mothers are
supposed to do. But I’ m too tired.

“But you did, didn’'t you?’ Jon says. “ At the sametime asme.”

“Where did you get that idea?’ | say. | know when I’m being accused. | run over my own ammunition:
the hairpins, the lipgtick, the phone calls, the glassesin the sink.

“I’m not amoron, you know. | figured it out.”

He hasjeaousies of hisown then, wounds of hisown to lick. Things| haveinflicted. | should lie, deny
everything. But | don’t want to. Josef, at the moment, gives me alittle pride.

“That wasyearsago,” | say. “Thousands of years ago. It wasn't important.”

“Likeshit,” he says. | once thought he would ridicule me, if he found out about Josef. The surpriseisthat
he takeshim serioudy.

That night we makelove, if that isany longer theterm for it. It’ s not shaped like love, not colored likeit,
but harsh, war-colored, metallic. Things are being proved. Or repudiated.

In the morning he says, “Who e se has there been?” Out of nowhere. “How do | know you weren't
hopping into the sack with every old fart around?’

| sgh. “Jon,” | say. “Grow up.”
“How about Mr. Beanie Weenie?’ he kegps on.

“Oh, comeon,” | say. “Youwere hardly the angd. Y our place was crawling with dl those skinny girls.
Y ou didn’'t want strings, remember?’

Sarahisdill in her crib adeep. We are safe, we can get down to it, thistelling of bad truths which are not
entirely true. Onceyou gart, it' sdifficult to stop. Thereiseven acertainrdishinit.

“Atleast | was open about it,” he says. “1 didn’t sneak around. | didn’t pretend to be so goddamn pure
and faithful, theway you did.”

“Maybe loved you,” | say. | notice the past tense. So does he.
“Y ou wouldn’'t know loveif you fdl over it,” he says.

“Not like Monica?’ | say. “You're not being very open right now. I’ ve found those hairpins, in my own
bed. Y ou could at least have the decency to do it somewhere else.”

“How about you?’ he says. “Y ou're dways going out, you get around.”

“Me?’ | say. “1 don't havethetime. | don’'t havetimeto think, | don't havetimeto paint, | barely have
timeto shit. I’m too busy paying the goddamn rent.”

I’ve said thewordt thing, I’ ve gonetoo far. “That'sit,” says Jon. “It' s always you, what you contribute,
what you put up with. It'snever me.” He huntsfor hisjacket, heads for the door.

“Going to see Monica?’ | say, with as much venom as| can dredge up. | hateit, this schoolyard
bickering. | want embraces, tears, forgiveness. | want them to arrive by themsalves, with no effort on my
part, like rainbows.



“Trisha,” hesays. “Monicaisjust afriend.”

It swinter. The heat goes off, comes on again, goes off, at random. Sarah has a cold. She coughs at night
and | get up for her, feeding her spoonfuls of cough syrup, bringing her drinks of water. In the daytime
we are both exhausted.

| am sick alot mysdlf thiswinter. | get her colds. | liein bed on weekend mornings, looking up at the
ceiling, my head clogged and cottony. | want glasses of ginger de, squeezed orange juice, the sound of
distant radios. But these things are gone forever, nothing arriveson atray. If | want ginger del’ll haveto
go to the store or the kitchen, buy it or pour it mysdlf. In the main room Sarah watches cartoons.

| don’t paint at al any more. | can’t think about painting. Although I’ ve received ajunior grant from a
government arts program, | can't organize myself enough to lift abrush. | push mysdlf through time, to
work, to the bank to get money, to the supermarket to buy food. Sometimes | watch daytime soaps on
television, where there are more crises and better clothesthanin red life. | tend to Sarah.

| don’'t do anything else. | no longer go to the meetings of women, because they make me fedl worse.
Jody phones and says we should get together, but | put her off. She would jolly me aong, make bracing
and pogitive suggestions | know | can't live up to. Then | would only fed morelike afailure.

| don’t want to see anyone. | lie in the bedroom with the curtains drawn and nothingness washing over
me like aduggish wave. Whatever is hgppening to meismy own fault. | have done something wrong,
something so huge | can't even seeit, something that’ s drowning me. | am inadequate and stupid, without
worth. | might aswell be dead.

One night Jon does not come back. Thisisnot usud, itis't our slent agreement: even when he stays out
late heisawaysin by midnight. We haven't had afight this day; we ve hardly spoken. He hasn't phoned
to say where heis. Hisintention isclear: he hasleft me behind, in the cold.

| crouch in the bedroom, in the dark, wrapped in Jon’ s old deeping bag, listening to the wheezing sound
of Sarah breathing and the whisper of deet againgt the window. Love blursyour vison; but after it
recedes, you can see more clearly than ever. It' slike the tide going out, revealing what ever’ s been
thrown away and sunk: broken bottles, old gloves, rusting pop cans, nibbled fishbodies, bones. Thisis
the kind of thing you seeif you St in the darkness with open eyes, not knowing the future. Theruin

you' ve made.

My body isinert, without will. I think | should keep moving, to circulate my blood, as you are supposed
to do in asnowstorm so you won't freeze to degth. | force myself to stand up. | will go to the kitchen and
make tea

Outside the house a car dides by, through the mushy snow, a muffled rushing. The main room isdark,
except for the light coming in from the lampposts on the street, through the window. Thethingson Jon's
work table glint in this haf-light: the flat blade of a chisdl, the head of ahammer. | can fed the pull of the
earth on me, the dragging of itsdark curve of gravity, the spaces between the atomsyou could fal so
easly through.

Thisiswhen | hear the voice, not insde my head at al but in the room, clearly: Do it. Come on. Do it.
Thisvoice doesn’t offer achoice; it hastheforce of an order. It' s the difference between jumping and

being pushed.

The Exacto knifeiswhat | use, to make adash. It doesn't even hurt, because right after that there sa
whispering sound and space closesin and I’ m on the floor. Thisishow Jon findsme. Blood isblack in
the darkness, it does not reflect, so he doesn’t see until he turns on the light.



| tell the people at Emergency that it was an accident. | am apainter, | say. | was cutting canvas and my
hand dipped. It smy left wrigt, so thisis plausible. I'm frightened, | want to hide the truth: | have no
intention of being stuffed into 999 Queen Street, now or ever.

“Inthe middle of the night?’ the doctor says.
“| often work at night,” | say.

Jon backs me up. He' sjust as scared as | am. Hetied my wrist up in ateatowel and drove meto the
hospital. | leaked through the towe, onto the front seet.

“Sarah,” | sad, remembering her.

“She’ sdowngtairs,” Jon said. Downgtairsisthe landlady, amiddie-aged Itaian widow.
“What did you tell her?’ | asked.

“| said it was your gppendix,” Jon said. | laughed alittle. “What the hell got into you?”

“I don’'t know,” | said. “You'll haveto get thiscar cleaned.” | felt white, drained of blood, cared for,
purified. Peaceful.

“Areyou sure you don't want to talk to someone?’ the doctor in Emergency says.

“I'mfinenow,” | say. Thelast thing | want to do istalking. | know what he means by someone: ashrink.
Someone who will tell me I’ m nuts. | know what kind of people hear voices. people who drink too much,
who fry their brainswith drugs, who dip off therails. | fed entirdy steedy, I’ m not even anxious any
more. I've aready decided what | will do, afterward, tomorrow. I'll wear my armin ading and say |
broke my wrist. So | don't haveto tell him, or Jon, or anyone else, about the voice.

| know it wasn't redlly there. Also | know | heard it.

It was't afrightening voice, initsalf. Not menacing but excited, asif proposing an escapade, aprank, a
treat. Something treasured, and secret. The voice of anine-year-old child.

Chapter 66

The snow has mdlted, leaving adirty filigree, thewind is blowing around the grit |eft over from winter, the
crocuses are pushing up through the mud of the desolate smashed-down lawns. If | Stay herel will die.

I’ sthecity | need to leave as much as Jon, | think. It' sthe city that’ skilling me.

It will kill me suddenly. I'll be walking aong the street, thinking of nothing in particular, and dl a oncel
will turn sdeways and dive off the curb, to be smashed by a speeding car. | will topplein front of a
subway train without warning, I’ [l plunge from a bridge without intention. All | will hear will be that smdll
voice, inviting and conspiratoria, glesful, urging me over. | know I'm cgpable of such athing.

(Worse: dthough I'm afraid of thisideaand ashamed of it, and dthough in the daytime find it
melodramatic and ludicrous and refuse to believeinit, | dso cherishit. It' slike the secret bottle stashed
away by acoholics: | may have no desireto useit, right now, but | feel more secure knowing it' sthere.
It safdlback, it savice, it’ san exit. It' sawegpon.)

At night | Sit beside Sarah’ s crib, watching the flutter of her eyelids as she dreams, listening to her
breathe. She will be left done. Or not aone, because she will have Jon. Motherless. Thisis unthinkable.



| turn on the lightsin the living room. | know | must start packing, but | don’t know what to take.
Clothes, toys for Sarah, her furry rabbit. It seemstoo difficult, so | go to bed. Jonisaready in there,
turned toward the wall. We have gone through a pretence of truce and reformation, straight into
deadlock. | don’t wake him up.

In the morning, after he leaves, | bundle Sarah into the stroller and take some of my grant money out of
the bank. | don’t know whereto go. All I can think of isaway. | buy usticketsto VVancouver, which has
the advantage of being warm, or so | suppose. | stuff our thingsinto duffel bags, which I’ ve bought at
Army Surplus.

| want Jon to come back and stop me, because now that I’'min motion | can’t believe I’m actually doing
this. But he doesn’'t come.

| leave anote, | make asandwich: peanut butter. | cut it in two and give haf to Sarah, and aglass of
milk. | cal ataxi. We sit at the kitchen table with our coats on, eating our sandwiches and drinking our
milk, and waiting.

Thisiswhen Jon comes back. | keep esting.
“Wherethe hell do you think you're going?’ he says.
“Vancouver,” | say.

He dtsdown at the table, stares at me. Helooks asif he hasn't dept for weeks, athough he' s been
deeping alot, overdegping. “I can’'t gop you,” he says. It' sa statement of fact, not amaneuver: he will
let us go without afight. Hetoo is exhausted.

“I think that’ sthetaxi,” | say. “I’ll write.”
I’m good at leaving. Thetrick isto close yourself off. Don’'t hear, don’t see. Don’t look back.

We don't have a deeper, because | need to save the money. | it up dl night, Sarah sprawled and
snuffling in my lap. She's done some crying, but she’ stoo young to redlize what I’ ve done, what we're
doing. The other passengers extend themselves into the aides; baggage expands, smoke driftsin the stae
air, food wrappings clog the washrooms. There' sa card game going on up at the front of the car, with
beer.

The train runs northwest, through hundreds of miles of scraggy forests and granite outcrops, hundreds of
small blue anonymous lakes edged with swamp and bulrushes and dead spruce, old snow in the

shadows. | peer out through the glass of the train window, which is streaked with ram and dust, and there
isthe landscape of my early childhood, smudged and scentless and untouchable and moving backward.

At long intervalsthetrain crosses aroad, gravel or thin and paved, with awhite line down the middie.
Thislookslike emptiness and silence, but to meit is not empty, not silent. Instead it’ sfilled with echoes.

Home, | think. But it'snowhere | can go back to.
It sworse than | thought it would be, and aso better.
Somedays| think I'm crazy to have donethis; other timesthat it' sthe sanest move I've madein years,

It's cheaper in Vancouver. After ashort spell inaHoliday Inn, | find ahouse | can rent, ontherise
behind Kitsilano Beach, one of those toytown houses that are bigger insde than they look. It hasaview
of the bay, and the mountains acrossiit, and, in the summer, endlesslight. | find a coop preschoal for



Sarah. For atimel live on grant money. | fredlance alittle, then get apart-time job refinishing furniture for
an antique dedler. | likethis, becauseit’s mindless and the furniture can’t talk. | am thirsty for silence.

| lie on the floor, washed by nothing and hanging on. | cry a night. | am afraid of hearing voices, or a
voice. | have cometo the edge, of theland. | could get pushed over.

| think maybe | should go to see a shrink, because that is the accepted thing, now, for peoplewho are
not in balance, and | am not. Finaly | do go. The shrink isaman, anice man. He wants meto talk about
everything that happened to me before | was six, nothing after. Once you are six, heimplies, you are cast
in bronze. What comes after is not important.

| have agood memory. | tell him about the war.

| tell him about the Exacto knife and the wrist, but not about the voice. | don’t want himto think I’'ma
loony. | want him to think well of me.

| tell him about nothing.

Heasksif | have orgasms. | say that isn’t the problem.
Hethinks| am hiding things.

After awhile| stop going.

Gradudly | grow back, into my hands. | take to getting up early in the morning, before Sarah is awake,
to paint. | find | have aminor, ambiguous reputation, from the show in Toronto, and | am invited to
parties. At first there isaresentful edge, because | am from what isknown as back east, whichis
supposed to confer unfair advantages, but after atime I’ ve been herelong enough so | can pass, and
after that | can do the resentful act mysdlf, to easterners, and get away with it.

I’m dso invited to take part in severa group showings, mostly by women: they’ ve heard about the ink
throwing, read the snotty reviews, dl of which render melegitimate, although from the east. Women
artigts of many kinds, women of many kinds arein ferment here, they are boiling with the pressured
energy of explosive forces confined in asmall space, and with thefervor of al religious movementsin
their early, purist stages. It isnot enough to give lip service and to believein equa pay: there hasto bea
conversion, from the heart. Or so they imply.

Confession ispopular, not of your flaws but of your sufferings, at the hands of men. Pain isimportant, but
only certain kinds of it: the pain of women, but not the pain of men. Telling about your painiscalled
sharing. | don't want to sharein thisway; dso | aminsufficient in scars. | have lived aprivileged life, I've
never been beaten up, raped, gone hungry. There is the issue of money, of course, but Jon was as poor
asme.

Thereis Jon. But | don't fed overmatched by him. Whatever he did to me, | did back, and maybe
worse. He' stwisting now, because he misses Sarah. He calslong distance, his voice on the phone fading
inand out like awartime broadcast, plaintive with defeat, with an archaic sadness that seems, more and
more, to be that of menin general.

No mercy for him, the women would say. | am not merciful, but | am sorry.

A number of these women are leshians, newly declared or changing over. Thisisat the sametime
courageous and demanded. According to some, it' sthe only equa relationship possible, for women. You
are not genuine otherwise.



| am ashamed of my own reluctance, my lack of desire; but thetruth isthat | would be terrified to get into
bed with awoman. Women collect grievances, hold grudges and change shape. They pass hard,
legitimate judgments, unlike the purblind guesses of men, fogged with romanticism and ignorance and bias
and wish. Women know too much, they can neither be deceived nor trusted. | can understand why men
are afraid of them, asthey are frequently accused of being.

At partiesthey start to ask leading questions that have the ring of inquisition; they are interested in my
positions, my dogmeas. | am guilty about having so few of these: | know | am unorthodox, hopelessly
heterosexual, amother, quiding and secret wimp. My heart is a dubious object at best, blotchy and
treacherous. | till shavemy legs.

| avoid gatherings of these women, walking as| do in fear of being sanctified, or ese burned at the stake.
| think they are talking about me, behind my back. They make me more nervous than ever, because they
have a certain way they want meto be, and | am not that way. They want to improve me. Attimes| fed
defiant: what right have they to tell me what to think?1 am not Woman, and I'm damned if I’ll be shoved
intoit. Bitch, | think silently. Don’t boss me around.

But aso | envy their conviction, their optimism, their carelessness, their fearlessness about men, their
camaraderie. | am like someone watching from the siddlines, waving a cowardly handkerchief, asthe
troops go boyishly off to war, Snging brave songs.

| have several women friends, not very close ones. Single mothers, as| am. | meet them at preschooal.
Wetrade kids for nights out and grumble harmlesdy together. We avoid each other’ s deeper wounds.
We're like Babs and Marjorie from my old Life Drawing class, with the same sense of rueful comedy.
It'san older pattern, for women; but by now we are older.

Jon comesto vigt, atentative move toward reconciliation, which | think | want aswdll. It doesn’'t work,
and wedivorce, finaly, by long distance.

My parents come aswell. They miss Sarah, | think, more than they missme. | have made excuses not to
go east for Christmas. Against the backdrop of the mountains, they seem out of place, alittle shrunken.
They are more themsdlvesin their letters. They are saddened by me and what they probably think of as
my broken home, and don’t know what to say about it. “Well, dear,” says my mother, talking about Jon.
“I dwaysthought he was very intense.” A bad word that spellstrouble.

| take them to Stanley Park, where there are big trees. | show them the ocean, doshing around in
seaweed. | show them agiant dug.

My brother Stephen sends postcards. He sends a stuffed dinosaur for Sarah. He sends awater pistal.
He sends a counting book, about an ant and a bee. He sends the solar system, in the form of aplastic
mobile, and stars you can stick on the ceiling that light up at night.

After atimel find that, in the tiny world of art (tiny, because who knows about it redly? It snot on
televison), swirls, squares, and giant hamburgers are out and other thingsarein, and | am suddenly at the
front of asmallish wave. There' saflurry, as such things go. More of my pictures sell, for higher prices.

I m represented by two regular galleries now, one east, onewest. | go to New Y ork, briefly, leaving
Sarah with one of my single mother friends, for agroup show organized by the Canadian government
which is attended by many people who work with the Trade Commission. | wear black. | walk on the
streets, feding sane in comparison with the other people there, who al seem to be talking to themsalves. |
come back.

| have men, at long intervals and in some desperation. These affairs are rushed and unsatisfactory: | don't
have time for the finer points. Even these brief interludes are dmost too strenuousfor me.



None of these men rejects me. | don't give them the chance. | know what is dangerous for me, and keep
away from the edges of things. From anything too bright, too sharp. From lack of deep. When | sart
feding shaky | lie down, expecting nothing, and it arrives, washing over mein awave of black vacancy. |
know | can wait it out.

After moretimel meet Ben, who picks me up in the most ordinary way, in the supermarket. Actudly he
asksif he can carry my shopping bags, which look heavy and are, and | let him, feding silly and archaic
and looking first to make sure no women | know are watching.

Y earsbefore, | would have considered him too obvious, too dull, practically smple-minded. And for
years after that, achauvinist of the more amiable sort. Heisdl these things; but heisaso like an gpple,
after aprolonged and gluttonous binge.

He comes over and fixes my back porch with his own saw and hammer, asin the women’ s magazines of
long ago, and has a beer afterward, on thelawn, asin ads. Hetellsme jokes | haven't heard since high
school. My gratitude for these mundane enjoyments amazes me. But | don’t require him, he’'sno
transfusion. Instead he pleases me. It sahappiness, to be so smply pleased.

He takes me to Mexico, asin drugstore romances. He' s just bought hissmall travel business, moreasa
hobby than anything: he made hismoney earlier, in red estate. But he likes to take photographsand st in
the sun. To do what he likes and make money at the sametimeiswhat he' swanted dl hislife.

Heisshy in bed, easly surprised, quickly delighted.

We combine households, in athird, larger house. After awhile we get married. Thereis nothing dramatic
about it. To him it seems appropriate, to me eccentric: it’sa defiance of convention, but of a convention
he' snever heard of. He doesn’t know how outlandish | think I'm being.

He sten yearsolder than | am. He hasadivorce of hisown, and agrown son. My daughter Sarah
becomes the daughter he wanted, and soon we have Anne. | think of her asa second chance. Sheisless
pensive than Sarah, more stubborn. Sarah knows, dready, that you can't dways have everything you
want.

Ben consders me good, and | don't disturb thisfaith: he doesn’t need my more unsavory truths. He
consdersmedso alittlefragile, because artistic: | need to be cared for, like a potted plant. A little
pruning, alittle watering, alittle weeding and straightening up, to bring out the best in me. He makesup a
st of books, for the business end of my painting: what has sold, and for how much. Hetelsmewhat |
can deduct on my income tax return. Hefills out the return. He arranges the spicesin a phabetical order,
on aspecid shdf in thekitchen. He builds the shelf.

| could livewithout this. | have before. But | likeit, dl the same.

My paintings themsel ves he regards with wonder, and also gpprehension, likeasmal child looking at a
candle. What he focuses onis how well | do hands. He knows these are hard. He once wanted to take
up something like that himsdlf, he says, but never got around to it because of having to earn aliving. This
isalot likethe kinds of things people have said to me at gdlery openings, butin him | forgiveit.

He goesaway at judiciousintervas, on business, giving me achanceto misshim.

| gtinfront of the fireplace, with hisarm around me solid asthe back of achair. | walk aong the
breakwater in the soothing Vancouver drizzle, the haftones of the seashore, the stroking of the small
waves. In front of meisthe Pecific, which sends up sunset after sunset, for nothing; a my back are the
improbable mountains, and beyond them an enormous barricade of land.



Toronto liesbehind it, a agreat distance, burning in thought like Gomorrah. At which | dare not ook.
Thirteen - Picoseconds
Chapter 67

| wake late. | eat an orange, sometoast, an egg, mushing it up in ateacup. The hole poked in the bottom
of the eggshell was not to keep the witches from going to seg, as Cordeliasaid. It' sto break the vacuum
between shell and egg cup, so the shell can be extracted. Why did it take meforty yearsto figure that
out?

| put on my other jogging suit, the cerise one, and do some desultory stretching exercises on Jon' sfloor.
It'sJon’sfloor again, not mine. | fed I’ vereturned it to him, dong with whatever fragments of hisown
life, or of our lifetogether, I’ ve been keeping back till now. | remember dl those mediaeva paintings, the
hand raised, open to show there isno weagpon: Go in peace. Dismissal, and blessng. My way of doing
thiswas not exactly the way of the saints, but seemsto have worked just aswell. The peace was for the
bestower of it, also.

| go down to get the morning paper. | leaf through it, without reading much. | know I'mkilling time. I’ ve
amogt forgotten what I"m supposed to be doing here, and I’ m impatient to be gone, back to the west
coagt, back to the time zone where | live my life now. But | can’t do that yet. I'm suspended, asin
arportsor dentists waiting rooms, expecting yet another interlude that will be textureless and without
desire, likeapainkiller or theinteriors of planes. Thisishow | think of the coming evening, the opening of
the show: something to get through without disaster.

| should go to the gallery, check to seethat everything' sin order. | should perform at least that minimal
courtesy. But instead | take the subway, get off near the main gate of the cemetery, wander south and
eadt, scuffing through the fallen leaves, scanning the gutters; looking down at the sdewadk, for silver
paper, nickds, windfdls. | still believe such things exist, and that | could find them.

With adight push, adip over someill-defined edge, | could turn into abag lady. It sthe sameingtinct:
rummaging in junk heaps, pawing through discards. Looking for something that’ s been thrown away as
usdless, but could still be dredged up and reclaimed. The collection of shreds, of spacein her case, time
inmine

Thisismy old route home from schoal. | used to walk aong this sdewalk, behind or in front of the
others. Between these lampposts my shadow on the winter snow would stretch ahead of me, double,
ghrink again and disappear, the lamps casting their hal oes around them like the moon in fog. Hereisthe
lawn where Corddiafell down backward, making asnow angel. Hereiswhere sheran.

The houses are the same houses, though no longer trimmed in pedling white winter-grayed paint, no
longer down-at-hedls, postwar. The sandblasters have been here, the skylight people; inside, the
benjaminatrees and tropica climbers have taken over, ousting the mangy African violets once nurtured
on kitchen windowsills. | can see through these houses, to what they used to be; | can see the colorsthat
used to cover thewalls, dusty rose, muddy green, mushroom, and the chintz curtains no longer there.
Whét time do they redlly belong in, their own or mine?

| walk aong the street, dightly uphill, againgt ascattered traffic of smal children going home for lunch.
Although the girlswear jeans, denoting freedom, they aren’t as noisy asthey used to be; there are no
chants, no catcals. They trudge dong doggedly, or so it seemsto me. Maybe that’ s because I’'m not at
their level any more: I’'m higher, so the sound comes up to mefiltered. Or maybeit’s me, the presence
among them of someonethey think isan adult, and has power.



A few of them stare, many don’t. What' sto see? A middle-aged woman, handsin her coat pockets, the
legs of her jogging suit bunching above her boot tops, no more bizarre than most and easily forgotten.

Some of the porches have pumpkins on them, carved with faces, happy or sad or threatening, waiting for
tonight. All Souls Eve, when the spirits of the dead will come back to theliving, dressed as balerinas
and Coke bottles and spacemen and Mickey Mice, and the living will give them candy to keep them from
turning vicious. | can dtill taste that festival: the tart air, caramel in the mouth, the hope at the door, the
belief in something for nothing al children take for granted. They won't get homemade popcorn balls any
more though, or apples. rumors of razor blades abound, and the possibility of poison. Even by the time of
my own children, we worried about the apples. There' stoo much loose maice blowing around.

In Mexico they do thisfedtiva theright way, with no disguises. Bright candy skulls, family picnicson the
graves, aplate sat for each individua guest, acandlefor the soul. Everyone goes away happy, including
the dead. We ve rgected that easy flow between dimensions: we want the dead unmentionable, we
refuse to name them, we refuse to feed them. Our dead as aresult are thinner, grayer, harder to hear,
and hungrier.

Chapter 68

My brother Stephen died five years ago. | shouldn't say died: waskilled. | try not to think of it as murder,
athough it was, but as some kind of accident, like an exploding train. Or elseanatural catastrophe, likea
landdide. What they call for insurance purposes an act of God.

Hedied of an eyefor an eye, or someone sidea of it. He died of too much justice.
Hewas gtting on aplane. He had awindow seat. This much is known.

In the nylon webbing pocket in front of him was an inflight magazine with an articlein it about camels,
which he' d read, and another about upgrading your business wardrobe, which he hadn’t. Therewas aso
a st of earphones and avomit bag.

Under the seat in front, beyond his bare feet—he' s taken off his shoes and socks—is his briefcase, with
apaper init written by himself, on the subject of the probable composition of the universe. The universe,
he once thought, may well be made up of infinitesma pieces of ring, in thirty-two different colors. The
pieces of string are so small that “colors’ isonly amanner of speaking. But heis having doubts: there are
other theoretica possibilities, two of which he has outlined in his paper. The universeishard to pin down;
it changeswhen you look at it, asif it ressts being known.

He was supposed to deliver his paper the day before yesterday, in Frankfurt. He would have heard other
papers. He would have learned.

Stuffed under the seat ong with the briefcase is his suit jacket, one of the three he now owns. His
shirtdeeves are rolled up, which doesn't solve much: the air-conditioning is on the fritz and the air on the
planeisoverheated. Also it smellsbad: at least one washroom toilet isout of order, and people fart more
on planes, as my brother has had occasion to observe before, having taken alot of planetrips. Thisis
now compounded by panic, which is bad for the digestion. Two segts over, afat bald-headed manis
snoring with hismouth open, rdeasing aninvisble cloud of hditoss.

The shades on the windows are pulled down. My brother knowsthat if he wereto raise hishe would see
arunway, shimmering with heat, and beyond that adun landscape aien as the moon, with ablinding sea
in the background; and some oblong brown buildings with flat roofs, from which reprieve will come, or
not. He saw al this before the shades came down. He doesn’t know what country the buildings arein.



He hasn't had anything to eat since this morning. Sandwiches arrived from outside, strange granular
bread, the butter on it liquid, some sort of beige meat paste that hinted of ptomaine. Also apiece of pae
swesaty cheesein plastic wrap. He ate this cheese and the sandwich, and now his hands smdll of old
picnics, the roadside lunches of wartime.

The last drink of water was doled out four hours ago. He has aroll of peppermint LifeSavers. he dways
takes them on trips, in case of bumpy rides. He gave one to the middle-aged woman in oversized glasses
and aplaid pant suit who was sitting beside him. Heis somewhat relieved she’ sgone: her voiceless,
colorless weeping, snuffly and monotonous, was beginning to get to him. The women and the children
have al been dlowed off, but heisnot awoman or achild. Everyoneleft on the planeisaman.

They have been spaced, two by two, with an empty seat between each pair. Their passports have been
collected. Those who have done the collecting are standing at intervalsin the aides of the plane, six of
them, three with smal machine guns, three with visble grenades. They are dl wearing airplane
pillowcases over their heads, with holes cut for the eyes and for the mouths, which show in the dim light
aswhite glints, pink glistenings. Below these pillowcases, which arered, their clothes are ordinary: a
leisure outfit, apair of gray flanne dackswith awhite shirt tucked in, the bottom of a conservetive
navy-blue suit.

Naturally they came on board in the guise of passengers; though how they got the weapons past Security
isanyone' s guess. They must have had help, someone at the airport, so that they could jump up, the way
they did, somewhere over the English Channel, and start shouting orders and waving around the firearms.
Either that or the things were dready on the plane, in pre-arranged hiding places, Because nothing metal
getsthrough the X-rays these days.

There are two or possibly three other men up in the cockpit, negotiating with the control tower over the
radio. They haven't yet told the passengers who they are or what they want; al they’ ve said, in heavily
accented but understandable English, isthat everyone on the plane will live together or else die together.
The rest has been monosyllables and pointing: You, here. It'shard to tell how many of them there are
atogether, because of theidentica pillowcases. They'relike those charactersin old comic books, the
oneswith two identities. These men have been caught halfway through their transformation: ordinary
bodies but with powerful, supernatura heads, deformed in the direction of heroism, or villainy.

| don’t know whether or not thisiswhat my brother thought. But it’ swhat | think for him, now.

Unlike the open-mouthed man beside him, my brother can’'t deep. So he occupies himsdf with
theoretica stratagems: what would he do if hewerein their place, the place of the men with pillowcase
heads? It’ stheir tenson, their hair-trigger excitement and blocked adrendine thét fills the plane, despite
thelax bodies of the passengers, their fatigue and resignation.

If he were them, he would of course be ready to die. Without that as a given, such an operation would be
pointless and unthinkable. But die for what? There' s probably areigious matif, though in the foreground
something more immediate: money, the release of othersjailed in some sinkhole for doing more or less
the same thing these men are doing. Blowing something up, or threatening to. Or shooting someone.

Inaway thisisdl familiar. It' sasif he' slived through it before, along time ago; and despite the
unpleasantness, theirritation of it, the combination of boredom and fear, he has acertain fellow feding.
He hopes these men can keep their heads and carry it off, whatever it is. He hopes there will be no
sniveling and pants wetting among the passengers, that no one will go berserk and start screaming, and
trigger ajittery massacre. A cool hand and a steady eyeiswhat he wishes for them.

A man has entered from the front of the plane and is talking with two of the others. It seemsto bean



argument: there are gestures of the hands, araised word. The other standing men tense, their square red
heads scanning the passengers like odd radars. My brother knows he should avoid eye contact, keep his
head down. Helooks &t the nylon webbing pocket in front of him, furtively peels off aLifeSaver.

The new man startsto walk down the aide of the plane, his oblong, three-holed head turning from side to
sde. A second man walks behind him. Eerily, the taped music comes on over the intercom, saccharine,
soporific. The man pauses; his oversized head moves ponderoudly Ieft, like the head of some
shortsighted, dull-witted monster. He extends an arm, gestures with the hand: Up. It'smy brother he
pointsto.

Herel stop inventing. I’ ve spoken with the witnesses, the survivors, so | know that my brother stands up,
eases himsdf past the man in the aide seet, saying, “Excuse me.” The expresson on hisfaceis one of
bemused curiosity: these people are unfathomable, but then so are most. Perhaps they have mistaken him
for someone else. Or they may want him to help negotiate, because they’ re walking toward the front of
the plane, where another pillowhead stands waiting.

It' sthis one who swings open the door for him, like a polite hotel doorman, letting in the full glare of day.
After the semidarknessit’ sferocioudy bright, and my brother stands blinking as the image clearsto sand
and seq, ahappy vacation postcard. Then heisfalling, faster than the speed of light.

Thisishow my brother entersthe past.

| was on planes and in airports for fifteen hours, getting there. | saw the buildings after that, the sea, the
dretch of runway; the plane itsdf was gone. All they got in the end was safe conduct.

| didn’t want to identify the body, or seeit at dl. If you don't seethe body, it'seasier to believe
nobody’ s dead. But | did want to know whether they shot him before throwing him out, or after. |
wanted it to be after, o he could have had that brief moment of escape, of sunlight, of pretended flight.

| did not stay up at night, on that trip. | did not want to look at the stars.

The body hasits own defenses, itsway of blocking things out. The government people said | was
wonderful, by which they meant not anuisance. | didn’t collapse or make a spectacle of mysdf; | spoke
with reporters, signed the forms, made the decisions. Therewasagreat dedl | didn’t see or think about
until much later.

Wheat | thought about then was the space twin, the one who went on an interplanetary journey and
returned in aweek to find his brother ten years older.

Now | will get older, | thought. And he will not.
Chapter 69

My parents never understood Stephen’ s death, because it had no reason; or no reason that had anything
to do with him. Nor did they get over it. Beforeit, they were active, dert, vigorous, after it they faded.

“It doesn’t matter how old they are,” my mother said. “ They’ re dways your children.” Shetellsmethis
as something | will need to know, later on.

My father became shorter and thinner, visbly shriveled; he sat for long periods, without doing anything.
Unlike himsdlf. Thisiswha my mother told me, over the telephone, long distance.

Sons should not die before their fathers. I’ s not naturd, it' s the wrong order. Because who will carry on?



My parentsthemselves died in the usua way, of the things ederly people die of, that | myself will die of
sooner than | think: my father ingtantly, my mother ayear later, of adower and more painful disease. “It's
agood thing your father went the way hedid,” she said. “He would have hated this.” Shedidn’t say
anything about hating it hersdf.

The girlscame for aweek, early on, at the end of summer, when my mother was il in her housein the
Soo and we could dl pretend thiswas just another vigit. | stayed on after them, digging weeds out of the
garden, helping with the dishes because my mother had never got adishwasher, doing the laundry
downgtairsin the automatic washer but hanging it out on the line because she thought driers used up too
much eectricity. Greasing the muffin tins. Impersonating achild.

My mother istired, but restless. She won't take napsin the afternoon, insists on walking to the corner
gore. “1 can manage,” she says. She doesn’'t want me to cook for her. “You'll never find anything in this
kitchen,” she says, meaning shethinks she'll never find anything hersdf if | start messing around in there. |
smugglefrozen TV dinnersinto the refrigerator and con her into eating them by saying they’ll go to waste
if shedoesn’t. Wasteis gtill abugaboo for her. | take her to amovie, checking it first for violence, sex
and death, and to a Chinese restaurant. In the north, in the old days, the Chinese restaurants were the
only onesthat could be depended on. The otherswent in for white bread and gravy mix sandwiches,
lukewarm baked beans, pies made from cardboard and glue.

Sheison pankillers, then stronger painkillers. She liesdown more. “I’'mglad | don't have to have an
operation, in ahospital,” she says. “Theonly timel was ever in ahospital waswith you kids. With
Stephen they gave me ether. | went out like alight, and when | woke up, there he was.”

A lot of what she saysis about Stephen. “Remember those smells he used to make, with that chemistry
set of his? That wasthe day | was having abridge party! We had to open the doors, and it was the
middle of winter.” Or else: “ Remember al those comic books he had stowed away under his bed? There
were too many to save. | chucked them out, after he went away. | didn’t think there was any usefor
them. But people collect them, | read about it; now they’ d be worth afortune. We aways thought they
werejust trash.” Shetelsthislike ajoke on hersdf.

When she talks about Stephen, he is never more than twelve years old. After that he got beyond her. |
cometo redizethat shewas, or is, in awe of him, dightly afraid of him. Shedidn’t intend to give birth to
such aperson.

“Those girlsgave you abad time,” she says one day. I’ ve made both or us a cup of tea—she' s permitted
this—and we gt at the kitchen table, drinking it. She' still surprised to catch me drinking tea, and has
asked severd timeswhether | wouldn't prefer milk.

“What girls?’ | say. My fingersare awreck; | shred them quietly, out of sight beneath the tabletop, as|
dointimes of stress; an old bad habit | cannot seem to break.

“Thosegirls. Cordeliaand Grace, and the other one. Carol Campbell.” Shelooks at me, alittle dyly, asif
tegting.

“Caral?’ | say. | remember astubby girl, turning a skipping rope.

“Of course, Cordeliawas your best friend, in high schoal,” she says. “I never thought she was behind it.
It wasthat Grace, not Cordelia. Grace put her up to it, | always thought. What became of her?’

“I havenoidea” | say. | don't want to talk about Cordelia. | till fed guilty, about walking away from her
and not helping.



“I didn’'t know what to do,” she says. “They came to me that day and said you’ d been kept in at schoal,
for being rude to the teacher. It wasthat Carol who said it. | didn’t think they were telling the truth.” She
avoidstheword lig, if possble.

“What day?’ | say carefully. | don’t know what day she means. She' s begun to get things mixed up,
because of the drugs.

“That day you amost froze. If I d believed them | wouldn’t have gone to look for you. | went down the
road, aong by the cemetery, but you weren't there.” She regards me anxioudly, asif wondering what |

will say.

“Ohyes” | say, pretending | know what she’ stalking about. | don’t want to confuse her. But | am
growing confused mysdlf. My memory istremulous, like water breathed on. For an instant | see Corddia
and Grace, and Carol, walking toward me through the astonishing whiteness of the snow, their facesin
shadow.

“I was soworried,” she says. What she wants from meisforgiveness, but for what?

On some days sheis stronger, and givesthe illuson of improvement. Today she wants meto help her
sort through the thingsin the cdllar. “ So you won't have to go through alot of that old junk, later on,” she
saysddicately. Shewon't say death; she wantsto spare my fedings.

| don't like cellars. Thisoneisunfinished: gray cement, rafters above. | make sure the upstairs door isleft
open. “Y ou should have arailing put on these sairs,” | say. They are narrow, undependable.

“I can manage,” says my mother. From the days when managing was enough.

We sort through the old magazines, the stash of different-sized cardboard boxes, the shelves of clean
jars. She threw out alot less than she could have, when they moved; or else she' s accumulated more. |
carry things up the stairs and stow them in the garage. In there they seem disposed of.

There sawhole shelf of my father’ s shoes and boots, lined-up pairs: city shoeswith perforated toecaps,
overshoes, rubber boots, wading boots for fishing, heavy-soled boots for walking in the woods, with a
bacon grease patinaand lesther [aces. Some of them must befifty yearsold, or more. My mother will not
throw them out, | know; but neither does she mention them. | can sense what she expects of me, inthe
way of contral. | did my mourning at the funera. She doesn't need to ded with atearful child, not now.

| remember the old Zoology Building where we used to go on Saturdays, the creaking, overheated
corridors, the bottles of eyeballs, the comforting smells of formaldehyde and mice. | remember Sitting at
the dinner table, with Corddia, hiswarnings washing over our heads, the ruined water, the poisoned
trees, species after species snuffed out like stepped-on ants. We did not think such things were
prophecies. We thought they were boring then, aform of adult gossip that did not concern us. Now it's
al cometrue, except worse. | livein hisnightmare, no lessred for being invisible. Y ou can il breathe
theair, but for how long?

Agang hisblesk forecagting is set my mother’ s chearfulness, in retrospect profoundly willed.

We gtart on the steamer trunk. It’ sthe one | remember from our Toronto house; | till think of it as
mysterious, the repository of treasure. My mother too viewsthis as an adventure: she says she hasn't
looked into that trunk for years, she hasno ideawhat’ sin there. Sheisno less alive because dying.

| open the trunk, and the smell of mothballs blossoms upward. Out come the baby clothes folded in
tissue paper, the pieces of flowery slver, yelowy-black. “ Keep these for the girls,” she says. “You have



thisone.” The wedding dress, the wedding pictures, the sepia-colored relatives. A packet of feathers.
Some bridge talieswith tassels on them, two pairs of white kid gloves. “Y our father was awonderful
dancer,” she says. “Before we were married.” | have never known this.

We go down through the layers, unearthing discoveries: my high school pictures, my lipsticked mouth
unsmiling, somebody’ s hair in an envelope, asingle knitted baby sock. Old mittens, old neckties. An
apron. Some things are to be kept, othersthrown out or given away. Somethings| will take back with
me. We have severd piles.

My mother isexcited, and | catch some of this excitement from her: it’ s like a Christmas stocking.
Although not pure joy.

Stephen’ s packets of airplane trading cards, held together with rotting elastic bands. His scrapbooks, his
drawings of explosions, hisold report cards. These she setsaside.

My own drawings and scrapbooks. There are the pictures of little girls | now remember, with their puffed
deeves and pink skirts and hairbows. Then, in the scrapbooks, some unfamiliar pictures cut from
magazines. women' s bodies, in clothes of theforties, with other women’ s heads glued onto them. Thisis
a Watchbird watching YOU.

“Y ou loved those magazines,” says my mother. “Y ou used to pore over them for hours, when you were
sickinbed.”

Undernesth the scrapbooks is my old photo abum, the black pages held together with thetielike a
shodace. Now | can remember putting it into the trunk, before | went to high schoal.

“We gaveyou that,” says my mother. “ For Christmas, to go with your camera” Insdeismy brother,
poised with asnowball, and Grace Smeeth crowned with flowers. A couple of large boulders, with
names printed underneath them in white pencil. Mysdlf, in ajacket with the deevestoo short, standing
against amotel cabin door. The number 9.

“I wonder what happened to that camera?’ says my mother. “1 must’ ve given it away. You lost interest in
it, after awhile”

I’'m aware of abarrier between us. It' s been there for along time. Something | have resented. | want to
put my arms around her. But | am held back.

“What' sthat?’ she says.

“My old purse” | say. “I used to takeit to church.” | did. | can see the church now, the onion on the
spire, the pews, the stained-glass windows. THEsKINGDOMOF+GOD+| S*\WITHINeY OU.

“Wdl, what do you know. | don’'t know why | saved that,” says my mother, with alittle laugh. “Put it on
the throw-out pile.” It's squashed flat; thered plastic is split at the Sides, wherethe sewingis. | pick it up,
push & it to make it go back into shape. Something rattles. | open it up and take out my blue cat’ s eye.

“A marblel” says my mother, with achild’ sddight. “Remember al those marbles Stephen used to
collect?”

“Yes” | say. But thisonewasmine.
| look intoit, and see my life entire.

Chapter 70



Down this street iswhere the store was. We bought red licorice whips, bubble gum, orange Popsicles,
black jawbreakers that faded to a seed. Things you could buy for a penny, with the King’'s head on it.
Georgius VI Dei Gratia.

I’ve never got used to the Queen being grown up. Whenever | see her cut-off head on the money, | think
of her asfourteen yearsold, in her Girl Guide uniform, her back as straight as ours were supposed to be,
looking down a me from the yellowing newspaper clippings on Miss Lumley’s Grade Four blackboard;
gtanding in front of the clumsy diamond of aradio microphone, frowning with earnestness and
well-concealed fear, ralying the forces as the bombs fell on London, aswe sang “ Ther€ Il AlwaysBe an
England” to the waving of Miss Lumley’ slife-threstening wooden pointer, in atimewarp eight years
leter.

The Queen has had grandchildren since, discarded thousands of hats, grown a bosom and (heresy to
think it) the beginning of adouble chin. None of thisfools me. She' sin there somewhere, that other one.

| walk the next blocks, turn the corner, expecting to see the familiar dingy oblong of the schoal, in
wegthered red brick the color of dried liver. The cindered schoolyard, the tall thin windows with orange
paper pumpkins and black cats stuck onto them for Hallowe' en, the graven lettering over the doors,
BOY Sand GIRLS, like the inscriptions on mausoleums of the late nineteenth century.

But the school has disappeared. In its place anew school hasrisen ingtantly, like amirage: light-colored,
block-shaped, glossy and modern.

| fed hit, in the pit of the ssomach. The old school has been erased, wiped from space. It' sasif it was
never there at dl. | lean againgt atelephone pole, bewildered, asif something has been cut out of my
brain. Suddenly I'm bonetired. | would like to go to deep.

After awhile | approach the new school, go toward it through the gate, walk dowly around it. BOY S
and GIRL S have been abolished, that much isclear; though there' still achain-link fence. The
schoolyard is dotted with swings, with climbing bars and dides, in bright primary colors; afew children
have come back early from lunch and are clambering about.

It'sal so clean-cut, so open. Surely behind those glassy, candid doors there are no more long wooden
pointers, no black rubber strap, no hard wooden desksin rows; no King and Queen in their stiff regalia,
no inkwells, no sniggering about underpants; no bitter, whiskery old women. No crud secrets. Everything
likethat isgone.

| come around the back corner, and thereisthe eroded hill, with itsfew sparsetrees. That much is till
the same, then.

No on€' s up there.

| climb up the wooden steps, stand where | used to stand. Where | am till standing, never having been
away. The voices of the children from the playground below could be any children’ svoices, from any
time, the light under the trees thickens, turns maevolent. I1l will surrounds me. It'shard to breathe. | fed
asif I’'m pushing against something, a pressure on me, like opening the door against a snowstorm.

Get me out of this, Cordelia. I'm locked in.
| don’t want to be nine years old forever.

Theair isoft, autumnal, the sun shines. | am standing still. And yet | walk head down, into the unmoving
wind.



Fourteen —Unified Field Theory
Chapter 71

| put on my new dress, cutting off the price tag with Jon’ swire cutters. | ended up with black, after all.
Then | go into the bathroom to squint at myself in the inadequate, greasy mirror: now that I’ ve got the
thing on, it looks much the same as all the other black dresses |’ ve ever owned. | check it for lint, apply
my pink lipgtick, and end up looking nice, asfar as| cantell. Nice, and negligible.

| could jazz mysdlf up somehow. | ought to have some dangly earrings, some bangles, aslver bow tie on
alittle chain, an outsize | sadora Duncan strangle-yoursdlf-by-mistake scarf, arhinestone brooch of the
thirties, in dy bad taste. But | don’t have any of these things, and it’ stoo late to go out and buy any. | will
have to do. Come-as-you-are parties, they used to have. | will comeas| am.

I’m &t the gallery an hour early. Charnais not here, or the others; they may have gone out to eat, or more
likely to change. Everything is set up though, the rented thick-stemmed wineglasses, the bottles of
mediocre hooch, the minera water for teetotalers, because who would serve unadulterated chlorine from
the tap? The cheeses hardening at the edges, the sulfur-drenched grapes, luscious and shiny aswakx,
plumped with blood from the dying field workers of California. It doesn’t pay to know too many of these
things, eventudly there' s nothing you can put into your mouth without tasting the degth init.

The bartender, a severe-eyed young woman in gelled hair and unstructured black, is polishing glasses
behind the long table that serves asthe bar. | extract aglass of wine from her. She' s doing the bartending
for money, her nonchdanceimplies: her true ambitionslie esewhere. Shetightens her lips while doling out
my drink: she doesn’'t approve of me. Possibly she wants to be a painter, and thinks | have compromised
my principles, knuckled under to success. How | used to revel in such hitter little snobberies mysdlf; how
easy they were, once.

| walk dowly around the gallery, Spping a my glass of wine, permitting mysdif to look at the show, for
thefirgt timeredly. What is here, and what is not. There’ sa catalogue, put together by Charna, a
professional-looking computer-and-laser-printer affair. | remember the catalogue from the first show,
done on amimeo machine, smeared and illegible, its poverty abadge of authenticity. | remember the
sound of theraller turning, the tang of theink, the painin my arm.

Chronology won out after dl: the early things are on the east wall, what Charna calls the middie period on
the end wall, and on the west wall are five recent pictureswhich I’ ve never shown before. They're dl
I’ve been able to do in the past year. | work more dowly, these days.

Herearethe dill lifes. “Early forays by Ridey into the rellm of femae symbolism and the charismatic
nature of domestic objects,” says Charna. In other words, the toaster, the coffee percolator, my mother’s
wringer washer. The three sofas. The Slver paper.

Farther dong are Jon and Josef. | 1ook at them with some fondness, them and their muscles and their
cloudy-headed notions about women. Their youngnessisterrifying. How could | have put mysdlf into the
hands of such inexperience?

Next to them isMrs. Smeeth; many of her. Mrs. Smesth Sitting, standing, lying down with her holy
rubber plant, flying, with Mr. Smeath stuck to her back, being screwed like a beetle; Mrs. Smeath in the
dark-blue bloomers of Miss Lumley, who somehow combineswith her in afrightening symbioss. Mrs.
Smesath unwrapped from white tissue paper, layer by layer. Mrs. Smeath bigger than life, bigger than she
ever was. Blotting out God.

| put alot of work into that imagined body, white as a burdock root, flabby as pork fat. Hairy asthe



insde of an ear, | labored on it, with, | now see, considerable malice. But these pictures are not only
mockery, not only desecration. | put light into them too. Each pallid leg, each sted-rimmed eye, isthere
asitwas, asplain asbread. | have said, Look. | have said, | see.

It stheeyes| look at now. | used to think these were sdlf-righteous eyes, piggy and smug inside their

wire frames, and they are. But they are dso defeated eyes, uncertain and melancholy, heavy with unloved
duty. The eyes of someone for whom God was a sadistic old man; the eyes of asmall town threadbare
decency. Mrs. Smeath was atransplant to the city, from somewhere alot smaller. A displaced person; as
| was.

Now | can see mysdlf, through these painted eyes of Mrs. Smesath: afrazzle-headed ragamuffin from
heaven knows where, agypsy practicaly, with a hesthen father and a feckless mother who traipsed
around in dacks and gathered weeds. | was unbaptized, a nest for demons. how could she know what
germsof blasphemy and unfaith were breeding in me? And yet shetook mein.

Some of thismust betrue. | have not doneit justice, or rather mercy. Instead | went for vengeance.
An eyefor an eyeleads only to more blindness.

| moveto the west wall, where the new paintings are. They are larger than my usua format, and space
out thewadl nicdly.

Thefirg oneiscdled Picoseconds. “A jeu d’ esprit,” says Charna, “which takes on the Group of Seven
and recongtructs their vison of landscape in the light of contemporary experiment and postmodern

pastiche.”

It isinfact alandscape, donein ails, with the blue water, the purple underpainting, the craggy rocks and
windswept raggedy trees and heavy impasto of the twenties and thirties. This landscape takes up much of
the painting. In the lower right-hand corner, in much the same out-of-the-way position asthe
disgppearing legs of Icarusin the painting by Bruegd, my parents are making lunch. They havetherr fire
going, the billy tin suspended over it. My mother in her plaid jacket bends over, stirring, my father addsa
stick of wood to the fire. Our Studebaker is parked in the background.

They are painted in another style: smooth, finey modulated, reditic asasnapshot. It' sasif adifferent
light falls on them; asif they are being seen through awindow which has opened in the landscapeitsdlf, to
show what lies behind or withiniit.

Underneath them, like a subterranean platform, holding them up, isarow of iconic-looking symbols
painted in theflat style of Egyptian tomb frescoes, each one enclosed in awhite sphere: ared rose, an
orange maple leaf, ashdl. They arein fact thelogos from old gas pumps of the forties. By their obvious
atificidity, they cdl into question the redlity of landscape and figures dike.

The second painting is cdled Three Muses. Charnahas had some trouble with this one. “Ridey continues
her disconcerting deconstruction of perceived gender and its relationship to perceived power, especidly
in repect to numinousimagery,” she says. If | hold my breath and squint, | can see where she getsthat:
all Muses are supposed to be femae, and one of these is not. Maybe | should have called it Dancers,
and put her out of her misery. But they are not dancers.

To theright isashort woman, dressed in aflowered housecoat and mules with redl fur. On her headisa
red pillbox hat with cherries. She has black hair and large golden earrings, and is carrying around object
the size of abeach bdl, whichisinfact an orange.

Totheleft isan older woman with blue-gray hair, wearing awaltz-length lavender silk gown. In her



deeveistucked alace handkerchief, over her nose and mouth is a gauze nurse' s mask. Above the mask
her bright blue eyeslook out, crinkly at the edges and sharp astacks. In her hands she holds a globe of
the world.

Inthe middle isathin man with medium-brown skin and white teeth, smiling an uncertain smile. Heis
wearing arichly worked gold and red oriental costume reminiscent of Balthazar’ sin Jan Gossaert’s
Adoration of the Magi, but without the crown and scarf. He too holds out around object: it'sflat likea
disc and appears to be made of purple stained glass. On its surface are arranged, seemingly at random,
severd bright pink objects not unlike those to be found in abstract paintings. They arein fact spruce
budworm eggs, in section; though | would not expect anyone but a biologist to recognize them.

The arrangement of the figuresrecalsthat of classica Graces, or ese of the different-colored children
wreathed around Jesus on the front of my old Sunday school paper. But those werefacing in, and these
arefacing out. They hold their giftsforward, asif presenting them to someone who sits or stlands outside

the painting.

Mrs. Finestein, Miss Stuart from school, Mr. Banerji. Not as they were, to themsalves. God knows what
they redlly saw in their own lives, or thought about. Who knows what desth camp ashes blew daily
through the head of Mrs. Finestein, in those yearsright after the war? Mr. Banerji probably could not
walk down a street here without dread, of a shove or some word whispered or shouted. Miss Stuart was
in exile, from plundered Scotland still declining, three thousand miles away. To them | wasincidenta,
their kindnessto me casua and minor; I'm surethey didn’t give it a second thought, or have any idea of
what it meant. But why shouldn’t | reward them, if | fed likeit? Play God, trandatetheminto glory, inthe
afterlife of paint. Not that they’ Il ever know. They must be dead by now, or elderly. Elsewhere.

Thethird pictureiscalled One Wing. | painted it for my brother, after his desth.

It satriptych. There aretwo smaller, flanking side panels. In oneisaWorld War Two airplane, inthe
style of acigarette card; in the other isalarge pale-green lunamoth.

Inthelarger, centrd pand, aman isfdling from the sky. That heisfdling and not flying is clear from his
position, which isamost upsde-down, dantwise to the few clouds; nevertheless he appearscalm. Heis
wearing aWorld War Two RCAF uniform. He has no parachute. In hishand is a child’ swooden sword.

Thisisthe kind of thing we do, to assuage pain.
Charnathinksit’s astatement about men, and the juvenile nature of war.

Thefourth paintingiscdled Cat’s Eye. It' sasdf-portrait, of sorts. My head isin the right foreground,

though it’s shown only from the middle of the nose up: just the upper hdf of the nose, the eyeslooking

outward, the forehead and the topping of hair. I’ ve put in the incipient wrinkles, thelittle chicken feet at
the cornersof thelids. A few gray hairs. Thisischeating, asinredity | pull them out.

Behind my haf-head, in the center of the picture, in the empty sky, apier glassis hanging, convex and
encircled by an ornate frame, In it, a section of the back of my head isvisible; but the hair is different,

younger.

At adistance, and condensed by the curved space of the mirror, there are three small figures, dressed in
the winter clothing of the girls of forty years ago. They walk forward, their faces shadowed, againgt a
field of snow.

Thelast paintingis Unified Field Theory. It'savertica oblong, larger than the other paintings. Cutting
acrossit alittle over athird up isawooden bridge. To either side of the bridge are the tops of trees, bare



of leaves, with acovering of snow on them, as after aheavy moist snowfal. Thissnow isaso onthe
railling and struts of the bridge.

Positioned above the top railing of the bridge, but so her feet are not quite touching it, isawoman
dressed in black, with ablack hood or veil covering her hair. Here and there on the black of her dressor
cloak there are pinpoints of light. The sky behind her isthe sky after sunset; a the top of it isthe lower
haf of the moon. Her faceis partly in shadow.

Sheisthe Virgin of Lost Things. Between her hands, at the level of her heart, she holds aglass object: an
oversized cat’ s eye marble, with ablue center.

Underneath the bridge is the night sky, as seen through atelescope. Star upon star, red, blue, yellow, and
white, swirling nebulae, galaxy upon galaxy: the universe, in itsincandescence and darkness. Or so you
think. But there are dso stones down there, beetles and small roots, because thisis the underside of the
ground.

At the lower edge of the painting the darkness pales and mergesto alighter tone, the clear blue of water,
because the creek flows there, underneath the earth, undernesth the bridge, down from the cemetery.
Theland of the dead people.

| go to the bar, ask for another glass of wine. It’s better quality than the rotgut we used to buy for such
afairs.

| walk the room, surrounded by the time I’ ve made; which is not aplace, which isonly ablur, the moving
edgewelivein; whichisfluid, which turns back upon itsdf, like awave. | may have thought | was
preserving something from time, salvaging something; like al those painters, centuries ago, who thought
they were bringing Heaven to earth, the revelations of God, the eternal stars, only to have their dabs of
wood and plaster stolen, midaid, burnt, hacked to pieces, destroyed by rot and mildew.

A lesky celling, amatch and some kerosene would finish dl this off. Why does this thought present itsalf
to me, not asafear but as atemptation?

Because | can no longer control these paintings, or tell them what to mean. Whatever energy they have
cameout of me. I'mwhat’ sleft over.

Chapter 72

Now Charna hustles toward me in mauve leather, clanking with ersatz gold. She whisks meinto the back
office: she doesn’'t want me dangling around in the empty gdlery, a loose endswhile thefird revelers
trickle in, she doesn’t want me looking unsuccessful and too eager. She will make an entrance with me,
later, when the noise leve is high enough.

“You canrelax here” she says, whichisunlikely. In her office | drink my second drink, pacing the empty
gpace. Thisislike birthday parties, with streamers and balloons at the ready and the hot dogswaiting in
the kitchen, but what if nobody comes? Which will beworse: if they don’'t come, or if they do? Soon the
door will open, and in will crowd ahorde of snide and treacherouslittle girls, whispering and pointing,
and | will be sarvile, grateful.

My hands begin to sweet. | think another drink will cdlm me down, whichisabad sign. | will go out there
and flirt, just for the hell of it, to seeif | can Hill interest anyone. But there may not be anyone to flirt with.
Inwhich case | will get drunk. Maybe | will throw up in thetoilet, with or without the excess alcohal.

I’m not like thisin other places, not thisbad. | shouldn’t have come back here, to thiscity that hasit in



for me. | thought | could stareit down. Buit it still has power; like amirror that shows you only the ruined
haf or your face.

| think about escaping, out the back way. | could send atelegram later, claming iliness. That would start
agood rumor: alingering, invisbleillness, which would get me out of such thingsforever.

But Charnareappears through the door in time, flushed with excitement. “ There' slots of people here
dready,” she says. “They're dying to meet you. We re dl very proud of you.” Thisisso much likewhat a
family would say, amother or an aunt, that I’ m thrown off guard. Who isthisfamily, and whosefamily is
it? 1" ve been framed: the recalcitrant child before the piano recita, or, morelikeit, the bullet-scarred war
horse, veteran of early, barely remembered battles, about to be presented with agold watch and a
handshake and a heartfelt vote of thanks. A fading hao of blueink clingsround me.

Suddenly Charnareaches over to me, gives me aquick metallic hug. Maybe that warmth is genuine,
maybe | should be ashamed of my dour, cynica thoughts. Maybe sheredly doeslike me, wish mewdll. |
can amog bdlieveit.

| stand in the main gallery, black from neck to toes, with my third glass of red wine. Charnaiis off now,
rummaging in the crowd for people who are dying to meet me. | am at her disposd. | crane my neck,
peering through the crowd, which has blotted out the paintings; only afew tops of headsarevisible, a
few skies, afew backgrounds and clouds. | keep expecting, or fearing, that people | should know, have
known, will appear, and | will only haf recognize them. They will stride forward, hands outstretched, girls
from high school bloated or diminished, skins crinkled, frowns permanent, smooth-fleshed boyfriends of
thirty years ago who' ve gone bald or grown mustaches or shrunk. Elaine! What the beck! Good to see
you! They will have the advantage of me, it'smy face on the poster. My smile will be welcoming, my
mind frantic as| scramble through the past, trying to locate their names.

Redlly it's Cordelial expect, Cordelial want to see. There arethings| need to ask her. Not what
happened, back then in thetime | logt, because now | know that. | need to ask her why.

If she remembers. Perhaps she' sforgotten the bad things, what she said to me, what she did. Or she
does remember them, but in aminor way, asif remembering agame, or asingle prank, asingletrivial
secret, of the kind girlstell and then forget.

She will have her own version. | am not the center of her story, because she hersdlf isthat. But | could
give her something you can never have, except from another person: what you look like from outside. A
reflection. Thisisthe part of herself | could give back to her.

We arelikethetwinsin old fables, each of whom has been given half akey.

Corddiawill walk toward me through the opening crowd, awoman of wavering age, dressed in Irish
tweed of amuted green, mother-of-pearl earrings circled with gold, beautiful shoes; well-groomed,
snignée asthey used to say. Taking care of hersdlf, as| am. Her hair will be gently frosted, her smile
quizzicd. | won't know who sheis.

There are alot of women in thisroom, severd other painters, somerich people. Modtly it' stherich
people Charnadrags over. | shake their hands, watch their mouths move. Elsewhere | have more samina
for these things, these acts of salf-exposure; | could brazen them out. But here | fed scraped naked.

In the gap between rich people, ayoung girl pushes her way through. She’ sapainter, it goes without
saying, but she saysit anyway. She' sin aminiskirt and tight leggings and flat clumpy black shoeswith
laces, her hair is shaved up the back the way my brother’ s used to be, alate forties squareboy’ s cut. She
ispost everything, sheiswhat will come after post. Sheiswhat will come after me.



“I loved your early work,” she says. “Falling Women, | loved that. | mean, it sort of summed up an era,
didn’t it?’ She doesn’t mean to be cruel, she doesn’t know she'sjust relegated me to the dust heap along
with crank telephones and wha ebone stays. In former days | would have said something annihilating to
her, some scabby, scalding remark, but | can't think of anything right off the bat. I'm out of training, I'm
losing my nerve. In any case, what purpose would it serve? Her past-tense admiration issincere. | should
be gracious. | stand there, my grin turning to stone, ingtitutionalized. Eminence creeps like gangrene up

my legs

“I'mglad,” | manage. When in doubt, lie through your teeth. I'm lucky | ill haveteeth to lie through.

I"'m standing back to the wall, with anew, full glass of wine. | crane my neck, peering through the crowd,
over the well-arranged heads: it' stime for Cordelia to appear, but she has not appeared. Disappointment

isbuilding in me, and impatience; and then anxiety. She must have set out, in thisdirection. Something
must have happened to her on the way here.

This goes on while | shake more hands and say more things, and the room gradualy clears.

“That went off very well,” says Charna, with asigh, of relief | think. *'Y ou were wonderful.” She' s happy
because | haven't bitten anyone or spilled my drink down their legs, or otherwise acted like an arti<t.
“How about dinner, with dl of us?’

“No,” | say. “No thank you. I'm bone-tired. | think I’ll just go back.” | look around once more: Cordelia
isnot here.

Bone-tired, an old phrase, of my mother’s. Though bones as such do not get tired. They’ re strong, they
have alot of stamina; they can go on for years and years, after the rest of the body has quit.

I’m headed for afuturein which | sprawl propped in awhedchair, shedding hair and drooling, while
some young stranger spoons mushed food into my mouth and | stand in the snow under the bridge, and
gtand and stand. While Corddia vanishes and vanishes.

| go out, into the sdewalk twilight, outsde the gdlery. | want to take ataxi, but | can barely lift my hand.
I"ve been prepared for dmaost anything; except absence, except silence.
Chapter 73

| take ataxi back to the studio, climb thefour flights of stairs, dimly lit asthey are a night, resting on the
landings. | listen to my heart, going dull and fast in there under the layers of cloth. A flawed heart, in
decline. | shouldn't have drunk al that wine. It's cold here, they’ ve been skimping on the hegt. The sound
of my breath comesto me, a disembodied gasping, asif it's someone € se breathing.

Cordelia has a tendency to exist.

| fumble the key into the keyhole, grope for the light switch. | could do without dl the fake body parts
around here. | make my way to the kitchenette, shambling alittle, keeping my coat on because of the
cold.

Coffeeiswhat | need. | make some, wrap my hands around the warm cup, carry it to the workbench,
clearing a space for my elbows among the wire and sharp-edged tools. Tomorrow |I'm out of thiscity,
and not amoment too soon. There stoo much old time here.

So, Cordelia. Got you back.



Never pray for justice, because you might get some.

| drink my coffee, holding the shaking cup, hot liquid dopping down my chin. It sagood thing I’'m not in
aregtaurant. It isn’t chic for women to be drunk. Men drunks are more excusable, more easily absolved,
but why? It must be thought they have better reasons.

| wipe my arm with the coat deeve across my face, which iswet because I’ m crying. Thisisthe kind of
thing | should look out for: crying without reason, making aspectacle of mysdlf. | fed it' saspectacle,
even though no one' swatching.

You're dead, Cordelia.
No I’m not.

Yesyou are. You're dead.
Lie down.

Fifteen - Bridge
Chapter 74

I‘'m light-headed, asif convalescing. | dept rolled up in the duvet, till in my black dress, which | did not
have the energy to take off. | woke at noon, with alarge, cottony skull, pulsing with hangover, to
discover I'd missed my plane. It'salong time since I’ ve drunk that much of anything. Aswith many
things, | should know better.

Now it slate afternoon. The sky is soft and gray, low, damp and blurred like wet blotting paper. The day
fedsvacant, asif everyone has moved out of it; asif there's nothing more to come.

| pace dong the sdewalk, awvay from the demolished school. My old direction, | could ill doiit
blindfolded. Asaways on these streets | fed didiked.

Down below meisthe bridge. From hereit looks neutrd. | stand at the top of the hill, take a bresth.
Then | start down.

It' ssurprising how little has changed. The houses on either side are the same, dthough the muddy path is
gone initsplaceisanest little hand ralling, atrim cement walk. The smell of thefalen leavesisill here,
the burning smell of their dow decay, but the nightshade vineswith their purple flowers and red
blood-drop berries and the weeds and random debris have been cleared away, and everything is pruned
and avic.

Neverthelessthere sarustling, arank undertone of cats and their huntings and furtive scratchings, till
going on behind the deceptive tidiness. Another, wilder and more tangled landscape rising up, from
beneath the surface of thisone.

We remember through smélls, as dogs do.

The willow trees overhanging the path are the same. Although they’ ve grown, I’ ve grown also, so the
distance between us remains congtant. The bridge itsdlf is different, of course; it’s made of concrete and
lighted up at night, not wooden and falling gpart and rotten-smelling. Neverthdessit’ sthe same bridge.

Stephen’sjar of light is buried down there somewhere.

At thistime of year the day darkensearly. It' ssllent, no voices of children; only the monotonous cawing



of acrow, and behind it the sea sound of distant traffic. | rest my arms on the concrete wall and look
down through the bare branchesthat are like dry coral. | used to think that if | jJumped over, it would not
belikefdling, it would be morelikediving; that if | died that way it would be soft, like drowning. Though
far below, on the ground, there’ s a pumpkin, tossed over and smashed open, looking unpleasantly likea
head.

Theravineismorefilled in with bushes and trees than it used to be. In among them isthe creek, running
with clear water unsafe to drink. They’ ve cleaned up the junk, the rusted car parts and discarded tires;
thisisno longer an unofficia garbage dump but ajoggers route. The neatly graveled runners path
beneath me leads uphill to the distant road and to the cemetery, where the dead people wait, forgetting
themsdlves atom by atom, melting away likeicicles, flowing downhill into theriver.

That waswhere| fdl into the water, there isthe bank where | scrambled up. That’ swhere | stood, with
the snow fdling on me, unable to summon the will to move. That’ swhere | heard the voice.

There was no voice. No one came waking on air down from the bridge, there was no lady in adark
cloak bending over me. Although she has come back to me now in absolute clarity, acute in every detall,
the outline of her hooded shape againgt the lights from the bridge, the red of her heart from within the
cloak, | know thisdidn’t happen. There was only darkness and silence. Nobody and nothing.

There’ sa sound: ashoe againsgt loose rock.
I’ stime to go back. | push away from the cement wall, and the sky moves sideways.

| know that if | turn, right now, and look ahead of me dong the path, someone will be standing there. At
first | think it will be myself, in my old jacket, my blue knitted hat. But then | seethat it's Cordelia. She's
standing hafway up the hill, gazing back over her shoulder. Shel swearing her gray snowsuit jacket but
the hood is back, her head is bare. She has the same green wool knee socks, doppily down around her
ankles, the brown school brogues scuffed at the toes, one lace broken and knotted, the yelowish-brown
hair with the bangs falling into her eyes, the eyes gray-green.

It'scold, colder. | can hear the rustle of the deet, the water moving under theice.

| know she' slooking at me, the lopsided mouth smiling alittle, the face closed and defiant. Thereisthe
same shame, the sick feding in my body, the same knowledge of my own wrongness, awvkwardness,
weakness, the same wish to be loved; the same londliness; the same fear. But these are not my own
emotions any more. They are Cordelia’s; asthey dwayswere.

| am the older one now, I’ m the stronger. If she stays here any longer she will freeze to degath; she will be
left behind, in the wrong time. It'salmost too late.

| reach out my armsto her, bend down, hands open to show | have no weapon. It'sall right, | say to
her. You can go home now.

The snow in my eyeswithdraws like smoke.

When | turn, finaly, Corddiaisno longer there. Only amiddle-aged woman, pink-cheeked and
bareheaded, coming down the hill toward me, in jeans and a heavy white pullover, with adog on agreen
leash, aterrier. She passes me amiling, acivil, neutrd amile.

There' s nothing more for meto see. The bridgeisonly abridge, theriver ariver, the ky isasky. This
landscape is empty now, aplace for Sunday runners. Or not empty: filled with whatever it isby itsdlf,
when I’'m not looking.



Chapter 75

I‘'m on the plane, flying or being flown, westward toward the watery coast, the postcard mountains.
Ahead of me, out the window, the sun sinksin amurderous, vulgar, unpaintable and glorious display of
red and purple and orange; behind me the ordinary night rollsforward. Down on the ground the prairies
unscroll, vast and mundane and plausible as hallucinations, dusted aready with snow and scrawled with
snuousrivers.

| have the window sest. In the two seats beside me are two old ladies, old women, each with aknitted
cardigan, each with yellowy-white hair and thick-lensed glasses with a chain for around the neck, each
with ades ccated mouth lipsticked bright red with bravado. They have their trayslowered and are
drinking teaand playing Snap, fumbling the dippery cards, laughing like cars on gravel when they chest
or make mistakes. From time to time they get up, unbuckling themsdlves laborioudy, and hobbleto the
back of the plane, to smoke cigarettes and line up for the washroom. When they return they make
bathroom jokes, quips about wetting your pants and running out of toilet paper, eyeing me cunningly
while they do so. | wonder how old they think they are, undernesth the disguise of their bodies; or how
old they think | am. Perhaps, to them, | look like their mother.

They seem to me amazingly carefree. They have saved up for thistrip and they are damn well going to
enjoy it, despite the arthritis of one, the swollen legs of the other. They’ re rambunctious, they’ refull of
beans, they’ re tough asthirteen, they’ reinnocent and dirty, they don’t give ahoot. Responsibilities have
falen away from them, obligations, old hates and grievances; now for ashort whilethey can play again
like children, but thistime without the pain.

Thisiswhat | miss, Corddia not something that’ s gone, but something that will never happen. Two old
women giggling over their tea

Now it' sfull night, clear, moonless and filled with stars, which are not eternal as was once thought, which
are not where we think they are. If they were sounds, they would be echoes, of something that happened
millions of years ago: aword made of numbers. Echoes of light, shining out of the midst of nothing.

It'sold light, and there’ snot much of it. But it'senough to see by.



